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Abstract
This qualitative, phenomenological study situated in grounded theory aimed to identify the
forces that impede or support white working-class males in pursuing, adapting to, and remaining
in higher education and making meaningful progress in their educational goals. Utilizing a
feminist ecological perspective, the researcher was able to outline and provide context of the
white working-class male experience in America. The primary research question guiding this
study involved the ways in which white male working-class identity affects white working-class
males’ return to higher education. An inductive approach involving Relational-Cultural Theory
allowed for an in-depth exploration of the lived experiences of 10 white working-class males,
each of whom gave up on their college education in favor of returning to their blue-collar
occupations. Based on a two-tiered analysis, a case study analysis of three men led to the
emergence of the following five themes: family of origin, religious and political views, hard
work, higher educational attitudes, and attitudes on privilege. Next, a narrative analysis of all 10
men resulted in three additional themes, including devaluing education, geographic loyalty, as
well as prejudice, racism, and sexism. Overall, these themes indicate white working-class males
may not be able to truly “see” the problem, as they are within the safety of an identity that rejects
higher education because belonging to the working class brings with it an inherent identity. Yet
as the value of higher education continues to grow, they risk being left behind as they hold on to
their ideals and identity as the sole breadwinner in the family. White working-class men and their
location in American society and class structure also face continued internal and external threats
to their perceived power. While educational pursuits can expose vulnerabilities, perseverance
through the uncomfortable can become a transformative process.
Keywords: Working class, higher education, white male identity, feminist ecological perspective,
class structure, privilege
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Chapter 1: The Journey of the Researcher
There is a scene from the 1979 comedy The Jerk starring comedian Steve Martin in
which Martin's character, a simple man, finds himself working at a gas station. One day, a new
phone book arrives, and he eagerly and vigorously thumbs through the book, looking for his
name. Upon finding it, he exclaims loudly that he is finally somebody!
I have searched for a way my entire life to feel like somebody. A PhD was going to make
that happen. A doctorate was finally going to allow me to present myself to the world
confidently—or so I thought.
I approached doctoral study believing that it would be reasonably easy. Like
undergraduate and graduate school, I expected more of an exercise in perseverance, writing
papers, reading, and showing up for class. Obtaining a PhD was going to finally end the feelings
of being an imposter with which I had always struggled. I would have a degree that I could
proudly display on the wall, and all who saw it would know that I had finally become somebody!
I arrived at Lesley University from a very traditional graduate program at Suffolk
University with my notebooks, textbooks, highlighters, and pens at hand. I was ready to learn! I
was prepared to undertake the academic rigors of a traditional doctoral program complete with a
2-year residency requirement.
My first class was at a satellite campus in Porter Square in Cambridge. The building was
filled with energy and a noticeable absence of other male students. I recall thinking that being
surrounded by many women is not a bad thing. That thought was soon replaced with reality
when I entered the classroom to meet my classmates. I was acutely aware that I was not just the
first male accepted into the program—I was the only male! To describe the stares and identify
my feelings exceeds my limited literary abilities. It was awkward.
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I noticed no chairs or tables in the classroom, and the two female faculty members
instructed me to take a spot in the circle of students. I was angry. I noticed most women were
significantly older than I was, yet they still could sit comfortably on the floor on their legs or in a
crisscrossed position. Years of male training had failed me in this area, so I did as best I could
and with about as much grace as a polar bear. I smiled politely at everyone.
One of the professors asked us to look at the bowl in the middle of the circle, which
contained a bunch of smooth stones, similar to what you would find walking along the beach.
We were instructed to pick a rock we liked and hold it in our hands. I did as I was told, but I did
not like my rock very much.
The other faculty member then advised us to take some of the paints and colored markers
in a box and draw our feelings at that very moment on the rock. At that very moment, I realized I
might have made a mistake saying yes to the only doctoral program that accepted me. However,
if this meant I was finally going to be someone, I would paint the rock. Black.
An Uncomfortable Space
I have spent the past 20 years living in an uncomfortable space where formal higher
education and working-class identity intersect. It is a place of tremendous cognitive dissonance
that never seems to let up. I do not feel I belong in either sphere. I am viewed as an outsider in
each and cannot return to the comfort and safety of the working-class ideology in which I was
raised and indoctrinated. I am a fraud and imposter in every sense.
Nevertheless, I have had an excellent career in academia. I have attained a level of
education unprecedented in my family. I received awards for my teaching and have been
recognized for my respective academic and institutional contributions, yet the awards do not
seem real. I often feel the need to place them on the wall for all to see, as if their mere presence
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would shield me from any substantive question. At times, it was as if those awards belonged to
someone else, someone who is a stranger to me. The tremendous feelings of inauthenticity and
being an impostor extended beyond the academic, an incredible weight upon my shoulders that I
felt each day. But it was also visible to others—a scarlet letter for all to see.
I thought, naively, that these feelings would dissipate over time. I believed that more
degrees or certifications would bring more confidence. Unfortunately, my entry into the world of
doctoral studies only made me acutely more aware of these feelings. Through this educational
process, I have come to understand the many gaps in my own development, understand my quest
for masculinity, and recognize the power of my position as a white, working-class male in
contemporary American society. But this awareness only began to become clear when I was able
to take a step outside the very class structure that protected me most of my adult life. This
growing awareness was due to the transformative nature of education, coupled with my
willingness to critically examine my gender, my family of origin, and my life choices. Through
my willing immersion into doctoral inquiry, I emerged a much different man than I thought I
would be. However, this insight came with a significant price—an awareness of a privileged past
that I respect tremendously, but to which I could never return. Education and awareness bring the
burden of a sense of responsibility for having made the journey.
Who Am I?
I am a product of a working-class family and environment, my values and identity shaped
by that environment. At times, I feel that my lack of identity has become more salient to me
because I decided to pursue doctoral education and research, a decision that has uncovered many
aspects about the person I believe myself to be, aspects that had once remained comfortably
hidden. The scholarly inquiry process and the journey through transformative education have
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made me question many aspects of who I am, including my very maleness and my working-class
identity, values, and beliefs. My assumptions about life, masculinity, fathering, and work were
all viewed through my internal lens of gender, race, sexuality, class, and ethnicity. I recognize
that my privilege as a white, working-class male afforded me many opportunities. Yet that same
privilege was also a significant disadvantage in learning how to relate to others as a male, look
beyond the inherited privilege of whiteness and maleness, and see what was behind the blinders I
wore. That was scary.
Family of Origin
I was born in the Dorchester section of Boston in the mid-1960s. My father was the sole
breadwinner of our white, Irish-Catholic family. He had grown up without a father or role model;
upon returning from World War II, his father walked out the door one day, only to be seen
sporadically for decades until his death in 1997. His mother was absent and emotionally
detached from the children. Being the eldest of five, he was thrust into the position of being a
father, provider, and disciplinarian for his siblings, becoming a grown man before his time. He
grew up poor but made sure that his siblings never went without. He suffered, so they would not.
My father was smart and possessed athletic abilities that allowed him to get out of that
environment when he graduated from high school. A football scholarship would take him to the
University of Vermont, where he began to identify with the power of friendship that would
become one of his most charming qualities, a quality that I was to learn from him: you always
take care of friends and never hurt them. However, his siblings viewed his leaving as a betrayal,
and the relationships with them would be strained forever.
My mother, also white, Irish-Catholic, came from a working-class family that espoused
family values above all others. Her parents struggled through the Depression, and everything was
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about family, friends, and sacrifice. During the 1940s, Friday night was dedicated to having
friends over, and my grandfather and grandmother would split a beer and a Chesterfield
cigarette. Nobody had money, but they always had company!
When my parents became a couple, my father was still attending the University of
Vermont, and she lived with him in his dorm room. During his senior year, she became pregnant
with me, which caused significant problems with her family, as they were not married. It was a
quick wedding. My father’s dream of professional football and a life without struggles was
quickly replaced with entry-level jobs and working to provide for his family—a repetition of the
way he grew up.
My father and mother were young. The world was a terrifying place during a time when
social changes and challenges to conventional authority were happening across the United States,
particularly on college campuses. However, given their new constraints, my parents could not be
a part of those magical times. Moving back to Dorchester, where friends and family could assist
if needed, was the only option available. In addition, they could once again be with their friends,
who, for my father, represented his real “family.”
In the 1970s, many white families migrated from Dorchester and Milton to the workingclass town of Braintree, Massachusetts. Some have described this migration as “white flight,” an
attempt to escape the forced busing of minority students into predominantly white schools. I
found myself surrounded by friends like me. Our parents all had a father as the primary provider
and a mother whose job it was to clothe, feed, and provide us with transportation around town.
Most of my immediate friends attended the same Catholic Church in the same town, and we all
saw each other during weeknights for religious education. I do not recall any friends who were
not Catholic. Everyone was white, no parents were divorced, and all worked blue-collar jobs.
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I grew up with the strict message that education was the way to prevent me from being
destined for a blue-collar job and a mediocre life. My father was strict, yet it was my mother I
feared. My siblings and I had precise instructions and expectations at home—always at the
dinner table on time, doing our homework, and never disturbing my father after he ate, while he
did work around the house and attempted to unwind after his day. My sister Lisa was 2 years
younger than I. My baby brother Michael was 4 years younger than I. Since I was the eldest, I
was expected to conduct myself as such.
My father worked as an insurance adjuster. For my friends, and maybe their fathers, this
was not really a blue-collar job. However, my father had to be out at all hours of the day and
night evaluating properties after floods, fires, and other disasters. I distinctly remember the smell
of smoke on his clothes, but I never understood what he did. His job certainly was not as cool as
that of a fireman. I remember being embarrassed about his job, in part because I did not
understand what he did. I still carry a sense of shame with me today because I did not appreciate
what he did for our family or me.
Young Adulthood
My father and I often fought during my high school years. I grew to resent him and his
values immensely during those tumultuous years. I rejected his belief in a college education,
preferring instead to hang with my friends, even though they, like my father, viewed attending
college as a way to escape. While I managed to secure attendance at Norwich University in
Vermont on the basis of my limited athletic ability, I threw that away and enlisted in the military,
justifying to myself that this was what a real man should do. I became convinced that hegemonic
masculinity was what worked for me. I enjoyed being in uniform, having short hair, and being
evaluated by my peers on masculine ideals and athletic strength. If I could have worn a uniform
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24/7, I probably would have. The military uniform gave me a sense of identity, confidence, and
belonging. It brought me respect from other men. I felt like I was someone! I felt I had a purpose.
Eventually, the realities of making a living outside of the military became clear. Without
a college degree, I found my choices limiting. My friends who had gone on for vocational
training were working successfully in the trades. My college-educated friends were doing the
same in business and industry. What skills did I have? Though rather sad, the answer was that
the military had not provided me with any real transferable skills, so becoming a police officer
was an easy choice. It came with a uniform, paramilitary training and did not require a degree. It
also brought instant respect. I felt, once again, a sense of purpose.
Becoming a police officer allowed me to continue living within my working-class
ideology’s comfort and safety. I worked hard, put in overtime, participated in masculine
traditions such as “choir practice”—drinking with other officers after a shift to bond, bitch, and
generally complain about life. I spent most of my police career in narcotics working the “dirty
side” of policing. As an undercover officer, I could let myself run wild, all the while justifying
any behavior, good or bad, as contributing to the greater good.
I was very proud of my accomplishments as a police officer. Awards and certificates
were collected and displayed on my “I love me wall” at home. Whenever I needed a boost, I
looked at my wall and received instant gratification that I was “someone!” I found comfort
working closely with the mostly male police agencies I worked with. I was surrounded by the
same group of men as in the military. They provided mentorship and brotherhood but were not
always great role models. I sometimes look back on those days with the realization that we were
just a bunch of adolescents, masquerading as adults with a gun and badge.
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However, that changed for me with my partner and colleague’s death, and my
involvement in a critical incident. Both forced me to question my chosen career. Playing the role
of police officer is a hard lesson in reality when you have to deal with the loss of a friend or
confront your own choices made under the color of law. On the night of December 22, 1993, I
was working plainclothes on citywide narcotics patrol. A state police officer came on the police
radio and said he was following a stolen vehicle with two individuals and requested assistance.
My partner and I were on our way for a dinner break and decided that we could quietly intercept
the car since we were in an unmarked police vehicle. Unfortunately, things did not go as well as
we had planned, and the vehicle attempted to flee, striking me and dragging me down the road.
My partner, fearing for my safety, opened fire on the vehicle and the occupants. While my
memory has faded slightly over the years around my subsequent actions, I remember having a
moment when I aimed my service weapon at the driver with a clear shot. Thankfully, I missed
and probably hit the wall of a Chinese restaurant across the street, or possibly a plane coming in
for a landing over at Logan International Airport.
I remember being at Boston City Hospital, with dozens of police officers waiting outside
to hear my prognosis. I was mistakenly pronounced dead, and they quickly rectified that mistake.
I found out that the occupants of the stolen vehicle were 14 and 16 years old. While I am
thankful that none of the bullets fired that evening struck or killed them, it was a reality check for
me; I never wanted to take the life of someone else, especially a child. They were charged with
Assault with Intent to Commit Murder and were eventually adjudicated delinquent for that crime.
It would take almost a year to recover from my injuries. To this day, I still joke that I can tell
when it will rain because I feel the temperature change in my body. I hide it well, but there are
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moments when my legs will go numb, and I am frozen in place. I tell my children just to prop me
in the corner if I get in the way.
These decisions and experiences forced me to confront who I was—or at least who I
thought I was. After a series of meetings with a police counselor, who had a background and
experiences similar to mine, I was advised that one of two things would occur: I could start
drinking and feeling sorry for myself or I could go to school and take some classes while I was
recovering from my injuries. I chose the latter.
Entry into college was frightening. I was accepted into the evening program at the Woods
College of Advancing Studies at Boston College. I recall meeting with Father Woods, the biggest
Jesuit priest I ever saw. He sat me down and asked me to tell him who I was. A few minutes into
the conversation, he asked me to stop talking about my identity as a police officer and tell him
about who I really was, my family, and my story. He wanted to know what brought me into his
office and to Boston College. I remember being very uncomfortable because I only knew how to
talk about myself through my jobs and accomplishments. It was terrifying to talk about who I
really was. I recall breaking into a noticeable sweat, which is something that I still experience
today when left with no tangible accomplishments to provide protection. To be personally
exposed and vulnerable is terrifying.
Love and Marriage
The decision to get married was easy. It was what a young man did, and it would be
easy—or so I thought. Having a wife would surely mean I had accomplished something. At the
very least, I would have a companion who would enthusiastically support all the fantastic and
great ideas I would have during our years of wedded bliss. Looking back, I realize how
incredibly naïve and distorted that thinking was. Sharing my life with another person was one of
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the hardest things that I have had to learn. It is difficult when you are a young, selfish, and
slightly arrogant man, and you soon realize that marriage is work, a lot of hard work to make
sacrifices and move beyond the selfish. However, I never really gave much thought to the work
of marriage. My grandparents, friends, parents—everyone was married. I never knew the cost of
marriage—the quick honeymoon, the love, the arguments, and the lack of planning—eventually
coming to wonder who this stranger was who now had a say in how I lived my life.
I was beginning to learn that since men did not understand their own fathers, each
generation of new boys has had to create their version or image of being a man. These stoic,
strong, solitary, and independent images of masculinity are all played out within the context of
work and family. Although marriage continues to be one of those defining things a man must do,
society and my working-class culture had prepared me from an early age to be emotionally
distant with everyone and everything. Bergman (1995) noted that “a boy is taught to become an
agent of disconnection…. This turning-away means that the boy never really learns how to do it,
how to be in the process with another and grow” (p. 74). As a result of this disconnection, men
never learn how to be in understanding, empathic, and engaged relationships with others—
whether men or women.
This has a significant impact on men—and on their marriages for that matter! Here I was
trying to act out what I thought a man was supposed to be and do, and yet I was doomed from the
start! My continued quest to find meaning, worth, and purpose was on a path to failure at the
hands of the very same system that encouraged young marriage—unless I added children to the
marriage. That novel and quite frankly insane idea sounded terrific. What a great addition a child
would make to a strained marriage and a man struggling to find his identity!
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Fatherhood
Being in a relationship while my wife was pregnant made me feel proud and
accomplished. I wore her pregnancy like a soldier wears a medal. I knew nothing of the
importance and responsibility of carrying a child that she alone knew. While my actual
contribution to creating life was biologically necessary, my role in the pregnancy was minimal in
the grand scheme of neonatal development. Yet I would proudly walk next to my growing wife
over the next 9 months, taking pride when people noticed her pregnant belly. I delighted in
telling all my male friends that she was pregnant. They speak of a glow that a woman develops
when she is with child, yet I think I stole a bit of that shine from her—and not always for the
right reason. Her pregnancies reinforced that I was important. That I was somebody.
While our children’s births were mostly uneventful, my youngest son’s birth in 2011 had
the most profound effect on me. He was born very prematurely at about two and a half pounds.
He spent about 3 weeks in the neonatal unit and was so tiny. I was afraid to hold him or touch
him. My wife and I would take turns being down at the neonatal intensive care unit with our
young kids at home, usually late at night. It is a very humbling moment when you look around
and see all the other babies, many of whom are struggling for life. You see the parent or parents,
trying to look strong, yet breaking down into tears when out of view. I would sit quietly, looking
alternately at my son and the monitors. I soon learned the language of the monitors when his
breathing or heart rate would start to drop, triggering the alarms and a rush of medical staff. I
was utterly helpless. Although I took pride that I had specific skills that I could use to survive or
work a job, I lacked any knowledge or ability to help my son.
I would often go to a small chapel in the hospital near the neonatal unit and pray to
whoever would listen. I prayed to every name I knew for God and any God for that matter. I just
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needed someone or something to help. In those visits with my son, who has grown wonderfully
into a healthy child, I realized I had not really been a dad. I was a father, but those hospital visits
reminded me of the times with our other children when I found myself fleeing from the house as
often as possible! I had justified to myself that I needed to work to earn more money yet looking
back, I know it was that I was terrified at what being a real dad would require of me. I was afraid
that they would need me in a way that I could not be there for them and did not know how. From
my first to my fourth child’s birth, I still find myself terrified that I will not know what to do, that
I am not man enough to be a dad.
Education as a Transformative Process
Through my growth as a man, a father, a student, and a husband, I have finally been able
to understand the self-imposed limits I have placed on who I am. I understand my education’s
actual value, not as something tangible to hang on the wall for others. I have challenged my
perception and definition of education. While initially rejecting liberal arts education, I realized
that my working-class past does not define my future. Education has been the liberating factor in
my life, forcing me to confront long held cognitive distortions about the world. It taught me the
ability to examine my choices and beliefs critically. I was finally able to view my educational
journey not as a means to a job but as a way of being comfortable in my skin. Education as a
transformative process led me to experience a profound change in thinking that allowed me to
see my life, my masculinity, and my future in a new way. This awareness uncovered many
assumptions about life, masculinity, work, and class that I had firmly held onto since my earliest
days.
I came to doctoral study because I thought it would be easy. I came to doctoral study
believing that it would give me the identity I was desperately seeking. I came to doctoral study
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not understanding the significance and impact of my working-class beliefs and values. I came to
doctoral study not expecting to uncover who I am as a man. But through doctoral study, I am a
much different man than the one who initially walked into that room in Porter Square. My
doctoral study is my story. My story and personal discovery deserve to be told. If I were to paint
that stone today, there would not be enough colors in the box.
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Chapter 2: Introduction
Traditional concepts of masculinity can pose a significant problem for American men
raised in a working-class environment when they leave the safety of that environment and
venture into higher education. While initially, this entry into higher education can be exciting,
for many, this feeling gives way to feelings of being an impostor who has no legitimate purpose
in that environment. Consequently, too many men abandon higher education and return to the
safety of their working-class origins.
The need to support American working-class white males who are venturing into higher
education has never been more critical than it is today. With the changes forced by significant
unemployment, job restructuring, and automation, the importance of education has never been
greater. With the reduction of forces in Iraq and Afghanistan and the benefits of the G.I. Bill
available to men and women leaving the armed forces, many working-class white males are
turning to higher education to advance their careers and futures (Tinoco, 2014).
Unfortunately, because of their working-class backgrounds, too many of these men are
unable to adapt to the culture of higher education and fail to make meaningful progress in their
educational goals (Durdella & Kim, 2012). This study aimed to identify the forces that impede or
support these efforts and can thus make a significant contribution to helping these men stay in
higher education and do their part in creating an educated workforce for the 21st century.
Significance of the Problem
White working-class male identity has often been worn as a badge of honor. It
exemplifies and highlights some of the American ideals on which this country was founded. This
has never been truer since the 2016 presidential election, in which the ideals of working hard are
directly connected to working-class patriarchal values. Unfortunately, within the past few years,
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white working-class men have become seen, particularly by the political left, as part of the
growing resistance to the emerging multi-racial, multi-ethnic society that has increasingly come
to characterize the majority of the American electorate—which, at its worst, has become
associated with the faux populism of Donald Trump. To understand the white working-class
male and to help this demographic assume its rightful place in an increasingly educated and
diverse society, we need to understand the traditional theories of male identity and development
in order to become aware of the sociological factors that comprise the value system of white
working-class ideology in America.
Identity and Higher Education
Working-class white male identity is forged within the family dynamic that, for the most
part, has been written, rewritten, and repeated with each generation (Giddens, 1991). Within the
lexicon of the working class, it is family before anything else. Attitudes and beliefs are part of the
family socialization, which eventually will become an internalized part of the working-class
male’s perception of self (Chodorow, 1995). Family functions center around the maternal figure
and the unspoken expectation of absolute reverence for the mother. Within the working-class
family dynamic, the male is expected to always answer to the mother, which creates an
uncomfortable dynamic, as the male can never truly free himself from the pull to remain loyal to
the mother. Pulling away and seeking one’s own identity is viewed as a threat to maternal control
and discouraged by sanctions similar to those sanctions promoted by the “Boy Code” (Pollack,
1998, p. 107). The behaviors, rules of expected boy behavior, and language that indoctrinates
boys from the moment they are born become the powerful and controlling driver that makes
conformity the only option to punishment. These sanctions work similarly to those promulgated
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within a patriarchal discourse, which discourages any attempt to break free without the fear of
repercussions.
From a paternal perspective, the working-class male is inundated with messages about
family loyalty and love through the ethic of hard work. Physical and verbal displays of affection
are limited. Love is shown within the working-class dynamic by providing food, shelter, and
clothing. In addition, the working-class white male learns that above all else, a man must
continually prove his masculinity while never actually addressing what masculinity is. The
working-class white male learns to participate in very rigid gender roles. These are roles that
privilege male dominance and superiority over femininity and women.
The working-class white male student has been a staple in adult education in America
since the end of World War II. During much of that time, some colleges had a form of continuing
educational programming, often referred to as night school (Gordon & Howell, 1959). Although
the program was generally attached to a respective (if not prestigious) college, it still bore
negative stereotypes associated with that particular form of education (Cameron & Heckman,
1991; Hoyle & Collier, 2006; Rumberger, 1987). The adult learner as an identified demographic
increased significantly in college degree programs in the first decade of the 21st century (Bash,
2003; Compton et al., 2006; Nesbit, 2006). Much of this increase was directly linked to the
economic decline in the United States, high unemployment, and the recession of 2007.
Fast forward to today, traditional day college programs have fairly stringent admission
criteria, yet most colleges have some form of program for adult working students who seek a
return to college with more flexibility. For example, according to their websites, almost every
college and university in the Greater Boston area has a specific division or even a college
attached to it that provides educational opportunities for the adult student learner; these include
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Boston University’s Metropolitan College, Harvard University’s Harvard Extension School, Bay
Path University, Lesley University, and Endicott College’s Van Loan School.
In addition to the increase in the number of traditional brick and mortar institutions
providing opportunities specifically targeting the adult working-class student, the online market
with regionally accredited programs has increased (T. Anderson, 2008; Huang, 2002; Moore &
Kearsley, 2011). Even though these online opportunities are specifically branded to appeal to the
working-class demographic, they are not always successful for the white working-class male
who may attend, with some learners rendering them as inefficient (Abrami et al., 2011).
For white working-class men, the return to college is initially exciting; unfortunately, this
feeling is too often temporary. For many white working-class men, the early feelings of
excitement give way to feelings of isolation and alienation. Many white working-class men face
these challenges based upon their cognitive scripts from past experiences in school, which often
include limited formal academic training, an aversion to technology, feelings of intimidation and
confusion, and working-class stereotypes about faculty and higher education as an oppressive
force (Kumashiro, 2000). Although these men may have entered higher education with
expectations of success, they soon discover that the college environment is not as easy to
navigate as the more familiar work environment. Many soon find that they do not know where to
turn for assistance, and the myriad of institutional policies and protocols proves frustrating. Not
surprisingly, many fail to complete the degree and leave higher education to return to the comfort
of the working class; 2019 IPEDS data revealed that approximately 22% of adult men would
leave a college program within the first year (National Center for Education Statistics, 2019).
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Barriers and Challenges
In addition to the challenges many white working-class males face in first attempting to
enter the world of higher education—challenges often associated with previous unrewarding
experiences with formal education—they face culturally specific problems such as working-class
anger, class distinction, loyalty, and politics. These and other similar concerns are discussed
below.
Resentment and Anger
M. Anderson (1996) advanced the idea that the academy itself and the promotion of
elitism and classism are among the forces that cause resentment toward those in higher education
by white working-class adult males. Railey (1998) acknowledged this resentment in discussing
his awareness of anger toward those in the academy: “I see it now as a form of class resentment.
I rejected these teachers, ultimately, because they rejected me” (p. 172). Rejection is a powerful
force within the culture of white masculinity. The elitism present within American higher
education and the academy’s attitudes toward the working class invite resentment in return
(Thelin, 2011).
White male working-class identity is extremely powerful (L. Archer et al., 2001; Lamont
& Lamont, 2009; McDermott & Samson, 2005). In traditional classrooms, working-class white
adult males become dependent upon the professor and in some respect upon others in the class,
thus fostering resentment toward all involved in the educational process. Working-class identity
often results in a narrow perspective on life outside of the working-class environment and an
even narrower view of academics and higher education institutions in general. MacKenzie
(1998) addressed this issue by acknowledging, “In thousands of colleges and university
classrooms, there are few or no working-class students present: such students are sharply
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underrepresented in residential and elite higher education” (p. 102). In addition, Muzzatti and
Samarco (2006) provided evidence of uneven distribution in higher education between people
from the middle and upper classes compared to the lower classes. Thus, working-class white
male students are acutely aware of their lower status within the classroom. This awareness of
being different from others can be profoundly disturbing since these men come from a world
where conforming is the norm and being different from others places them at a disadvantage.
The awareness of being different in the classroom promotes a natural defense reaction, often in
the form of remaining silent in this uncomfortable environment. The fundamental reality is that
the adult male learners feel ambivalent and even resentful toward the academy.
Classism
Education can be emasculating for white, working-class adult males (Brockenbrough,
2012). Given that they enter the academy with a working-class view of masculinity, class
discrimination can silence men. Classism exists in higher education and is a powerful force.
MacKenzie (1998) pointed out that classism’s consequences belittle working-class intelligence,
besides silencing its victims since childhood and adolescence. In addition, MacKenzie noted that
feelings of “alienation, embarrassment, self-doubt, intellectual excitement, struggle, compromise,
and grieving” (p. 96) might occur for the working-class student in higher education, as the
academy itself acts as a silencing force upon the working-class male. As a result, working-class
students are “defined out of existence” (MacKenzie, 1998, p. 96). The significance and trauma of
literally and figuratively being erased are not lost on the working-class white male. Being
defined out of existence forces these men to be silent, which hampers learning and further
undermines self-confidence; succumbing to silencing is a short step away from dropping out of
college, which only serves to validate the initial and perhaps defensive opinions about college,
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higher education, and the formally educated, reinforcing the message that a college education is
not needed—at least “not for me.”
Higher education promotes inequality regardless of how many academics try to hide
behind the belief that it does not exist because they do not think they practice it in their
classroom. Nesbit (2005) acknowledged that social class is rarely raised in “adult education
discourse” (p. 12) but is clearly present. Even the movement within adult education that tries to
break down “classism” within the academy still deals with it at an administrative and faculty
level. Indeed, the credibility of educational programs aimed at the working class still comes
under fire, with hardcore academics dismissing the quality of education provided and the
credentials of many teaching in adult education programs (M. Anderson, 1996; Bash, 2003). This
academic discrimination and snobbery can happen even on the same campus as traditional
programs (Bash, 2003).
The academy has a responsibility to address classism in the classroom or, at the very
least, to understand the role that classism plays on an individual level. Only this way can the
academy ensure the individual’s proper development and create an optimal learning
environment. As Daloz (1999) noted, “the most common emotion experienced by adults as they
return to the classroom is fear” (p. 91). His contention is that fear, based mainly on classism, is
so pervasive in white male working-class students’ experience that it is the faculty member’s
responsibility to acknowledge, address, and alleviate those fears. When fear and silence become
the language of higher education, the only option left for the white working-class male is to
retreat to the safety of his working-class environment.
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Power
Class is directly related to power, and power conflicts may play out when a working-class
white male enters higher education. In particular, the white working-class male comes from an
environment where he has designed and created his base of power in the face of a broader
economic and political system over which he has no control. This self-created power, albeit a
façade, is intense in the working-class white male’s cognition. It is precisely this power that will
be challenged when he enters the college classroom—an environment in which he will quickly
realize that he has little to no control.
Faculty hold a position of power, and that power dynamic plays an extremely pervasive
role in the attitude of working-class white male adult learners (Biaggio et al., 1997). Power
always involves dominance and submission. Since the faculty member is the dominant force in a
classroom, this relegates the working-class adult male to the role of submission—thoroughly
contradicting the ideology of working-class identity. This submissive position can be seen as
feminine, which can be a very uncomfortable place for the working-class white male learner. The
ideology of patriarchy espouses very rigid gender roles. The traditional male role emphasizes
dominance and superiority while disregarding or even devaluing the roles of women and
femininity. A. Johnson (2005) noted that it is “about the valuing of masculinity and malehood
and the devaluing of femininity and femaleness” (p. 39). Accordingly, an essential aspect of the
white working-class male’s life and culture is male dominance and superiority as the natural
order of things (A. Johnson, 2005). As a result, this cognitive distortion can have far-reaching
implications for classroom behavior, impacting the ability to think critically and be open to
different ways of thinking—particularly when the working-class male has a female instructor
(Miller & Chamberlin, 2000).
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In addition, working-class white males may experience feelings of resentment toward
teachers and others involved in the educational process when they enter higher education. Many
working-class white males enter the classroom with a personal history of accomplishments that
they have made independently in their family and work lives. However, in traditional
classrooms, working-class white males become dependent upon the professor—and to the extent
the classroom promotes social interaction between the students, dependent on others in the
class—which can foster resentment toward all involved in the educational process. Rejection is a
powerful and painful force within white culture working-class masculinity.
Getting by Versus Excelling
The educational environment plays a pivotal role in shaping working-class male identity
by placing labels and restrictions on what he can accomplish in academia. Working-class
educational values have historically espoused messages about mediocrity and doing enough to
get by, resulting in academic average rather than academic excellence (Reay, 2001). However,
the value system of higher education is precisely the opposite: just getting by is not respected,
and academic achievement is encouraged and rewarded. This thinking can also serve as a
catalyst for the white working-class adult male to hide in the classroom by remaining silent since
less privileged groups often use silence and avoidance as resistance and coping strategies
(Shepard et al., 1998).
Privilege
Privilege denotes special existence, connection, or membership to a greater societal
system. White males from a working-class background tend to associate privilege with power,
which in turn is often associated with some form of tangible wealth. McIntosh (2010) argued that
privilege is beyond the grasp of white working-class men and is reserved only for those men who
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have money, power, position, education, and a white-collar occupation. The idea that others have
privilege brings an emotional response of anger and resentment toward individuals and
institutions. This is especially true for the institution of higher education and for those who teach
and study there. The existence of privilege is a problem for white working-class men, who
assume hard work will be rewarded because of their work ethic and not their position of power
(Long, 2013).
Loyalty
The lens through which working-class men define and value their roots is thoroughly
entrenched in the language of fierce pride and loyalty built on working-class values, attitudes,
and beliefs (Trueman, 2015). Working-class culture tends to keep members in and rejects or
isolates those attempting to cross class lines, allowing little or no room for movement. Familial
attitudes within the working class also play a role. As DiMaria (2006) stated, “Though most
everyone would agree that an education is something to be valued, there are those who do not.
Some working-class families find the idea of higher education distasteful” (p. 63). In addition,
from a paternal perspective, white working-class men are inundated with messages about family
loyalty. The pursuit of higher education by working-class white men can be viewed as disloyal to
the working-class ideology. College aspirations are generally discouraged, with an emphasis
placed on supporting self and family with hard work or by joining a historically working-class
occupation (e.g., police, fire, and public works), and that requires only a basic education. This
early programming about the uselessness of education can breed an attitude amongst workingclass white males that education is unnecessary. Unless some exceptional event intervenes, this
devaluing of formal higher education is normally transferred from generation to generation.
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White working class, as a concept, is learned (Roediger, 1999). Growing up around
family and friends, “working for a living” brings with it a unique set of rules, roles, values, and
attitudes. From a working-class perspective, two types of people exist in the world: those who
have and those who do not have. Attitudes toward education breed a similar belief. Those who
“have” will go on to college, and those who do not will end up “working for a living.” Literature
abounds with stories of working-class whites moving out of the restrictions of class, but those
stories exist within the circle of those who have made it out and are not part of white workingclass mythology. Movement up and out is atypical, while conforming to the status quo is the
norm.
Working-class neighborhoods and enclaves provide safety throughout the United States.
Geographic location and loyalty breed fierce pride, but often at a tremendous cost—an inability
to see beyond the neighborhood. Thus, the very same location that makes people feel safe is
causing them harm. In the 1997 film Good Will Hunting, there is a poignant scene between the
two loyal friends as they finish the day working demolition at a construction site in South
Boston. As the two characters, Chuckie (Ben Affleck) and Will (Matt Damon), have a beer and a
cigarette after a long day, Will admits to his childhood friend that he has no desire to move away
from South Boston. Chuckie responds emotionally as he tells his friend that doing so would be a
betrayal to him and his friends. Although most white working-class men can identify with and
relate to this scene, the honesty and intimacy of the conversation are striking. Hearing messages
about geographic loyalty expressed with care by another man is powerful yet is often absent
from the language working-class men use when speaking to other men.
The microsystem of place informs the working-class male identity within his peer group
and where he lives. Working-class white males live in areas with other working-class white men
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who share similar values, attitudes, and beliefs. Moreover, the working-class white male’s peer
group tends to exhibit behavior little different than that they displayed in high school; leisure
activities may include sporting events, drinking, and other masculine bonding events (Reese &
Smyer, 1983). Stereotypes are reinforced and reaffirmed within the working-class peer group
while keeping the working-class white male contained (Anyon, 1984).
The white working class extols the values of loyalty and respect for the family (past and
present), and pursuing higher education is a direct threat to those values. Marginalizing or
minimizing education, academic disciplines, degrees, and those with degrees is one way of
dealing with this threat. As Lewin (1951) pointed out, “Driving forces are those acting on a
situation pushing it away from the status quo; restraining forces act in the opposite direction” (p.
58). Thus, while a male from the white working class may have the drive to move toward higher
education, the power of the restraining forces keeps him close to the working class.
Respect
Working-class identity espouses the importance of respect for each other, particularly in
the stereotypical male working-class occupations. However, the college classroom makes male
students vulnerable to the faculty members’ attitudes toward them and their preconceived
attitudes about the professor. The male students may project negative working-class attitudes
onto the faculty member unconsciously. The lack of respect many working-class males feel when
they first enter higher education can result in feelings of embarrassment and self-doubt that too
often silences the working-class student (MacKenzie, 1998). As a counter to this, understanding
the culture of the working class is imperative. As Linkon (1999) stated, “The more we can
recognize and understand the working-class culture, the more clearly we can recognize the
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strengths of our working-class students and, more importantly, the better our chances of
engaging and empowering them” (p. 6).
Social Significance
White working-class men have been vilified in the past several years, particularly by the
political left, often because of their association with what has become known as “Trumpism.”
While this attack may feel and sound similar to the messages men heard as a direct result of the
feminist movement 45 years ago, this attack seems more associated with social class than gender.
As noted elsewhere in this dissertation, there exists a vast body of work on male identity, male
development, and adult higher education. This researcher believes that white working-class men
are being placed in a position to apologize for their whiteness, maleness, and position within a
class structure that provides safety and comfort. Unfortunately, this stigma does not allow for
insight, introspection, and a healthy critique of their circumstances as this social group struggles
with the implications of the growing diversity of race and culture currently underway in this
country.
This study builds on the first wave of studies of working-class males beginning in the
1970s. While work on male development has continued since that time, the 2008 recession and
political events in the United States since 2016 have increased scrutiny of white men and
masculinity. It is clear that the time has come to revisit the powerful nature of white male
working-class identity and ideology and understand the deep-rooted, powerful messages that
men hear, which makes moving outside that culture so difficult. In addition, in examining
traditional messages that white men hear, the time is right to reintroduce Relational-Cultural
Theory (RCT) in the new language of male studies.
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This researcher contends that white men are not “broken,” nor do they need to be fixed or
apologize for being white, male, and working class. There needs to be a shift in how white
working-class men are raised and a change in the messaging they receive from family, fathers,
culture, and society about what it takes to become a man. “Toxic masculinity” is a widely used
term today; however, this places much responsibility for changing this toxicity on the individual
man. As the feminist ecological perspective correctly observed, it is difficult to see the problem
and make a change when stuck in the middle of a system that tells men what they are doing is
right. By stepping out and looking back in, which ideally happens when these men go to college,
they can better see some of the systemic and alienating forces at work. Unfortunately, with
higher education comes an awareness of class issues, which can threaten the white working-class
male, thus increasing education’s devaluing of these men and forcing them to retreat back to the
working-class environment where they feel most comfortable.
Purpose of the Study
No current definitive studies exist that examine the connection between white workingclass men and higher educational success and attainment, although there is a large body of work
around male identity, male development, and men in general. This study aimed to fill the void
between these studies and the current lack of understanding of the experience of white workingclass males in higher education.
This dissertation highlights the work of those scholars who have contributed to the
literature on male identity and male development—not as a counterargument to the feminist
movement, but rather as a complementary study. This study was heavily influenced by studies of
male identity and development that began in the 1970s, which directly responded to the growing
feminist movement of the time. This research intended to renew that spark on the study of male
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development by utilizing a feminist ecological perspective to identify the continual messages
white working-class men have heard since birth that keep them from breaking free from the
limiting working-class ideology holding them back. The researcher aimed to accomplish this by
infusing grounded theory espoused by Jordan et al. (1991) on RCT and challenging traditional
male psychodynamic theorists (e.g., Adler, 1929; Erikson, 1959; S. Freud, 1927; Pleck, 1981)
who examined male psychological development through a series of connected stages, phases, or
levels. Unfortunately, many men have not developed into happy, well-adjusted people that many
writers expect to be the case upon completion of each developmental stage. On the contrary, men
are often unable to feel a sense of connection with others, have difficulty feeling whole, and
develop anger and resentment, validated and supported by the white working-class world they
inhabit.
Problem Statement
The need to support American working-class white males who are venturing into higher
education has never been more critical than today. With changes forced by significant
unemployment due to the COVID-19 pandemic, job restructuring, and automation, pursuing
higher education has never been more advantageous. Many working-class white males are
turning to higher education to secure new employment and improve their futures. Unfortunately,
too many cannot adapt to the culture of higher education and fail to make meaningful progress
toward their educational goals because of their working-class background. In addition, there
continues to be a debate around the value of a liberal arts degree compared to technical training
or education. This study aimed to identify the myriad of psychological, sociological, and cultural
forces that impede these efforts. Through the personal narratives of 10 white working-class men,
as well as through relevant literature, the researcher examined the complexities faced by white

40
working-class men who have pursued higher education only to fail and retreat to the comfort and
safety of working-class identity.
Nature of the Study
This dissertation research was conducted as a qualitative, interview-based inquiry
involving a sample of 10 males identifying as white working class and who have made some
attempt at an undergraduate education, either at the associate or bachelor’s level, only to have
abandoned that attempt, subsequently returning to traditional blue-collar occupations. In this
two-tiered analysis, the researcher explored, and extrapolated common themes and attitudes
influenced by messages these men heard about masculinity, male identity, and higher education
from families of origin, working-class ideology, fathers, and other men. The interview
participants voluntarily agreed to participate in this study and come from various working-class
backgrounds across the United States.
These interviews and conversations were conducted between April 2018 and June 2019.
Based on the interviews with these men, the researcher identified common experiences shared by
the group, including why these individuals gave up their venture into higher education, and
examined the pervasive and powerful messages that impacted and influenced them to abandon
their pursuit of higher education and remain situated within the comfort and safety of the
working class.
Theoretical Framework
This qualitative, interview-based study examined the experiences of the white workingclass men in the cohort sample and the influence of their backgrounds on their attitudes toward
higher education. This study design allowed the researcher to listen to white working-class men’s
voices and understand their experience with messages heard growing up regarding the value of
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higher education. The methodology of qualitative, phenomenological study situated in grounded
theory strategies and practices is detailed in Chapter 4.
Research Question
The following research question guided this study: How does white male working-class
identity affect white working-class males’ return to higher education?
Summary
As evidenced by the lack of current research around the issues outlined above, the need
for a current examination into the connections between white working-class male identity and
higher education must be explored further. As will become evident in Chapter 3, a large body of
work exists around higher education, male identity development, RCT, and class. However, there
is a gap in the literature between the salient works that emerged from the pioneers of the first
wave of the men’s movement in the 1970s and 1980s and the current understanding of these
issues. This research highlights the significant past works with a renewed connection to the white
working-class male in 2021. The need and timing for this study have never been more crucial.
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Chapter 3: Literature Review
In order to identify the forces that support or impede efforts by working-class white
males to successfully enter higher education—an attempt that may help to create an educated
workforce for today and tomorrow—this chapter will review the literature in three primary areas:
(a) increasing opportunities for working-class men to enter higher education; (b) relevant
psychological theories of male identity development; and (c) class discrimination in higher
education. In doing so, this chapter will explore the ways in which white working-class male
identity affects the outcomes of white working-class males as they venture into higher education.
Increasing Opportunities
The working-class white male has been a staple of adult education programs in America
since the end of World War II when many colleges developed a form of continuing education
often referred to as night school (Gordon & Howell, 1959). Although such programs were
attached to their sponsoring colleges and universities, many negative stereotypes became
associated with this education format (Cameron & Heckman, 1991; Hoyle & Collier, 2006;
Rumberger, 1987). Despite this, the adult learner as an identified demographic increased
significantly in college degree programs in the first decade of the 21st century (Bash, 2003;
Compton et al., 2006; Nesbit, 2006). Although initially driven by post-war prosperity, in more
recent years, much of this increase was linked to the economic decline in the late 20th century,
the subsequent high unemployment, and most recently, the recession of 2007–2008. The effects
of the COVID-19 pandemic of 2020–2021 will likely accelerate this trend.
Fast forward to today, and while traditional day college programs continue to have fairly
stringent admission criteria, the perception exists that most college programs tailored for the
adult working student seeking a return to college have somewhat lower standards. As was
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detailed in the previous chapter, nearly every college and university in the greater Boston area
has or has had a specific division, or even a college attached to it, that provides educational
opportunities for the adult student learner, including Boston University’s Metropolitan College,
Harvard University’s Harvard Extension School, Lesley University’s Adult Baccalaureate
Program, and the Van Loan School at Endicott College. In addition to the increase in the number
of traditional brick and mortar institutions providing opportunities targeted to helping the adult
working-class student complete a college degree, the online market for regionally accredited
programs has grown (T. Anderson, 2008; Huang, 2002; Moore & Kearsley, 2011). Although
considerable research exists that shows online learning can be as successful as traditional
classroom learning (e.g., Kirtman, 2009), educational outcomes for adult learners using online
programs tend to be weaker than those of traditional, full-time students (Kazis et al., 2007, p.
40), suggesting that such learning opportunities may not be as attractive to adult students as
many would like to believe.
Kazis et al. (2007) noted that removing obstacles to access in higher education enhances
the persistence of the adult learner. Therefore, the key to success for adult white working-class
males is identifying and acknowledging the barriers to success that too often lead to a silent
retreat to the safety of the working-class environment. The subject of white working-class men in
higher education has been widely researched and resulted in a plethora of studies, almost
exclusively in English, published since the early 19th century (Saxton, 2003; Thompson, 2016).
However, a significant gap remains in the literature regarding the white working-class male and
the overwhelming feeling of being an impostor that too often develops in an attempt to engage in
higher education—a stranger in a strange land.
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The lack of scholarship addressing this particular issue does not mean that there is no real
crisis in contemporary American education (Taylor, 2007). This is evident because many once
flourishing adult degree completion programs in many locations have been cut back or closed
altogether, including Endicott College, Western New England College, Vermont College, and
Lesley University. However, in general, adult undergraduate degree programs are not in danger
of disappearing from the academy anytime soon. In particular, programs geared toward adult
female students are flourishing, including the American Women’s College at Bay Path
University, Southern New Hampshire University, and Purdue University Global. Nevertheless, it
is vital to fill the gap concerning white working-class men and educational success. In order to
do so, it is first necessary to explore white working-class male identity formation.
Male Identity Formation
This section will explore the literature on male identity formation from the perspective of
traditional psychological development theory and compare and contrast this with the perspective
of male identity formation from the point of view of RCT. Traditional male psychological
developmental theory postulates that male identity is achieved via disconnecting from the female
and identifying with the male. Unfortunately, this does not result in a healthy male, but rather in
a lack of a sense of identity and belonging. According to traditional theory, male identity is
characterized by weak ego development, complex interpersonal relationships, and feelings of
inauthenticity and impostorship (Bell, 1982; Erikson, 1959; A. Freud, 1936; S. Freud, 1927).
Furthermore, in the traditional model, societal pressures and influences ensure male subscription
to hegemonic masculine behaviors (Bell, 1982; Pittman, 1993; Pollack, 1998; Reskin & Ross,
1992).
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In contrast to this traditional model, RCT provides a more comprehensive theory on
psychological development. While initially focused on female psychological identity, RCT offers
a more insightful understanding of male psychological development than traditional models
(Jordan et al., 1991; J. B. Miller, 1976). This perspective also offers insight into how men can
develop a sense of masculine identity while being in connection with others. Lastly, RCT
postulates that males have inborn affective connections encouraging connection with women and
men at an early age, which can reduce or prevent feelings of inauthenticity and impostorship in
the male (Bergman, 1995). In order to understand how a relational paradigm can work for
understanding male identity development, a deconstruction of the androcentric model is first
required to shed light upon its failures and drawbacks.
Traditional Theory of Male Identity Development
S. Freud (1927) and other early psychodynamic theorists studied the process through
which a boy learns how to be a man. In particular, the scholar noted that identity formation in a
boy is paramount to successful male identity formation. Essential to this is forming a relationship
with the father via disconnecting from the mother (S. Freud, 1927; Greenson, 1968).
Psychodynamic theory proposes that femininity is an innate part of every male but that it
is the responsibility of the male child to repress any feminine traits (J. B. Miller, 1976). This
rejection, of course, is in direct opposition to the natural feelings that the boy has toward his
mother. As Chodorow (1989) stated, “A boy’s masculine gender identification must come to
replace his early primary identification with his mother” (p. 50). This fundamental concept in
traditional male development theory states that for a boy to develop his male identity, he must
form a connection with his father. However, in order for that connection to be made, he must
first disconnect from his mother.
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From the male child’s earliest moments, he is being forced to disconnect from another
human being. This begins a pattern of disconnection from others and from self that the male
internalized as masculine. However, according to Freudian development, this rejection and
disconnection must occur for the child to become a man successfully. This paradoxical concept
prevents the male from developing healthy attachments to other people (J. B. Miller, 1976). The
premise is that identification occurs when the boy forms an emotional connection with the father,
who, in terms of the theory, is, of course, not connected to others. This means learning to repress
emotions, remaining silent, and becoming emotionally distant or detached through a forced
identification with father, rather than the emotional development and connection with others that
would have occurred if the natural connection with mother had been nourished and not severed
(Bell, 1982; J. B. Miller, 1976; Osherson, 1986).
Problems with Traditional Theory. The traditional model of masculine identity
development proposes that male identity is learned through observation, interaction, and
modeling a male father figure. During this identification process with the father, early problems
begin in the development of masculine identity. As Osherson (1986) stated, “Boys have to give
up mother for father, but who is father? Often a shadowy figure at best, difficult to understand”
(p. 3). Chodorow (1989) believed that this early male identity becomes “positional” (p. 50) due
to the father spending large amounts of time at work and thus not being home to model male
behavior, meaning that an authentic relationship with the father based on a genuine connection
cannot develop. The male child learns that being male is to be like dad, but with the father
largely absent, the male child must create the image of what dad must be like.
It is in this process that the boy begins to create his version of masculinity. This leaves
the male child learning male identity through the media, peers, and other influences outside of
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the father. Furthermore, the male child does not know his father in terms of his hopes, fears,
dreams, or aspirations. Father is affectively void, distant, and cold. As Osherson (1986) stated,
“Men often describe their fathers in terms of natural attributes, like mountains or rocks or other
mute objects of nature” (p. 17). Since the father figure is rarely present, the male learns that men
are silent, like inanimate objects.
According to traditional androcentric theories of male psychological development, the
issues caused by the positional nature of early male identity, the rejection of mother, and the
rejection of femininity and femaleness result in a damaged male ego. In discussing
psychoanalytic core beliefs on male identity formation, Chodorow (1989) noted that
development “involves the repression and devaluation of femininity on both psychological and
cultural levels” (p. 52). Consequently, rejection and repression produce significant and lasting
damage to the fragile developing male ego.
Rejection of relationships leads to even more issues with male identity. Chodorow (1989)
postulated that the denial of attachment in relationships would become an ongoing and
problematic issue for the male since he has never learned how to relate with others or with
himself. As a result, he never forms the kinds of relationships that foster growth. As Chodorow
(1989) noted, this failure “involves denial of attachment or relationship, particularly of what the
boy takes to be dependence or need for another, and differentiation of himself from another” (p.
52). As other researchers have suggested, this denial of attachment and relationship with the
mother may be contrary to the male’s nature, potentially contributing to issues with intimacy and
even criminal behavior (Hayslett-McCall & Bernard, 2002; Simpson & Belsky, 2008; Simpson
& Rholes, 2017).

48
Pollack (1998) argued that male babies are more emotionally connected to the mother as
compared to female babies. For instance, Weinberg et al. (1999) found that male babies needed
their mother more so than female babies. This supports the contention that male babies have an
innate natural relational connection at birth with their mothers. If male babies have such an
innate connection with their mothers, and yet the psychodynamic perspective sees young males
needing to disconnect from their mothers, this action likely results in an early trauma for the
male that could lead to retreating into silence as part of the separation from others (WatsonPhillips, 2006). Pollack (1998) described this coping strategy as a twofold process.
First, through the use of shame, parents can silence young boys’ natural emotional
responses by making them “feel ashamed of their feelings, guilty especially about feelings of
weakness, vulnerability, fear, and despair” (Pollack, 1998, p. 11). Second, Pollack placed
responsibility on society to the extent that society dictates that the boy must separate prematurely
from the mother and then forcing separation and rejection of the mother again when the boy
reaches adolescence. The boy is forced to become masculine, and masculinity means suppression
of the natural human emotions he experiences. Thus, he is forced to alter his behavior to be
accepted within the masculine community as well as meeting the masculine standard expected of
him by many women. This forced relationship with men, women, and society under the
hegemonic masculine ideology plants seeds of feelings of inauthenticity and impostorship that
now begin to take root.
It is not uncommon for people to feel that they are not good at something (Zelman, 2016).
However, when combined with the need to project a public image of confidence—even in the
face of actual accomplishments—a person can be left feeling like an impostor. Harvey and Katz
(1985) offered a thorough definition of the impostor syndrome as a “psychological process based

49
on intense secret feelings of fraudulence in the face of success and achievement” (p. 2). Langford
and Clance (1993) further described the impostor phenomenon as the “psychological experience
of believing that one’s accomplishments came about not through genuine ability, but as a result
of having been lucky, having worked harder than others, or having manipulated other people’s
impressions” (p. 495). The impostor phenomenon can have a tremendous impact on male
identity development.
Male impostorship involves the manipulation of the impressions of other people in an
attempt to appear genuine to the world or to give the impression of not being separated from
others. However, since men have been socialized into being disconnected from others, the
eventual realization of being alone can be terrifying. This reality must be dealt with and can
cause significant discomfort. However, since the connection is threatening to the male, the result
is further disconnection, followed by the rationalization of even more disconnection—all to
prevent any more wounding of the developing male ego.
Impostorship brings with it a myriad of stigmas that are psychologically devastating to
the male. His whole life has been centered on trying to forge some sense of male identity and
where he fits in society, while at the same time fearing that anyone at any time might expose him
as a fake or a fraud. This dynamic reinforces the reality that he has never belonged at all. This
awareness cannot be measured quantitatively—it is simply a moment of clarity that, as a male in
a male-dominated, male-centered, and male-identified culture, he was never really connected to
anything or anyone.
Inauthenticity and impostorship are the byproducts of male identity development as
conceived by psychodynamic perspectives (Bell, 1982; Clance, 1985; J. B. Miller, 1976). Men
never learn how to be in relation with other people, which impairs the development of effective
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interpersonal skills. Because the development of a masculine identity is the result of littleunderstood emotional and social forces, men do not consciously develop a sense of self-identity,
which manifests itself later in life as a constant search for self.
Hegemonic Masculine Behaviors. Despite the ways in which rejection and
disconnection damage male identity development, societal pressures and influences ensure male
subscription to hegemonic masculine behaviors. Thompson and Pleck (1995) identified the
concept of masculine ideology, which examines male identity development where boys ascribe
cultural norms and assumptions about appropriate behavior from families, support groups, and
society. According to Abreu et al. (2000), these norms represent one way men categorize and
“process information”, both internally and externally. From these systems, the male learns about
hegemonic masculine stereotypes (p. 75). These stereotypical distorted messages about
masculinity are socialized via the home environment and tested in peer group culture.
The power of the male peer group is intense and requires conformity to traditional male
behaviors. Pollack (1998, p. 107) referred to this groupthink attitude as the “Boy Code”—the
ideology of hegemonic masculinity. The peer group has an established set of social rules that
punish any male that deviates from acceptable male behavior. Often, simple verbal insults are
enough to make a male wary of exhibiting anything remotely associated with femininity. The
most direct form of verbal control is to make comments about sexual orientation or femininity.
Osherson (1986) stated, “For many boys the only way to let go of what seems feminine is to
devalue or ridicule it” (p. 6). The male within the cultural context of his own peers again learns
male identity via disconnection. He is culturally and socially forced to adopt the belief patterns
of the male-dominant group to which he relentlessly seeks admission. Thus, in order to be fully
accepted by the male group, he is forced to declare his masculinity and forcefully reject
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femininity. Though appreciation for the possibility of gender fluidity has grown over the last few
decades, masculinity and femininity are still widely thought to be mutually exclusive, and men
who violate gender roles are often harshly punished (Moss-Racusin et al., 2010; Schudson et al.,
2019). Therefore, real masculine identity cannot be developed and participation in growthfostering relationships cannot occur.
Relational-Cultural Theory
The traditional androcentric view does not provide a satisfactory explanation of healthy
male identity development. Psychodynamic theory is rooted in a belief in the early disconnection
of the male from the mother and the feminine, a disconnect that has a significant impact on male
development. However, a sociopsychological perspective may come closer to explaining male
identity and masculinity and why issues surrounding the topic still persist (A. Johnson, 2001;
Kimmel, 1996; Levinson, 1976; Osherson, 1986; Pollack, 1998).
RCT emerged from the work of Dr. Jean Baker Miller and colleagues in 1976 in order to
provide a comprehensive description of female psychological development. J. B. Miller
described a pattern of healthy female psychological and identity development through
relationships and connection to others, which in turn promotes connectedness to the world and
ultimately is internalized into a strong sense of authentic identity. In spite of its initial focus on
female development, RCT has been successfully applied in studies of the male psychological
identity (Frey et al., 2004, 2005, 2006) and may provide a better understanding of why and how
men develop through disconnection with the accompanying feelings of impostorship than
traditional models. RCT challenges the concepts of separation and disconnection, the concept of
male superiority, and the concept of a separate self and the idea of identity as being on a
continuum.
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Challenges to Separation and Disconnection. RCT presents challenges to the
traditional theory of male identity development, particularly to the concepts of separation and
disconnection. As previously noted, according to the psychodynamic theory of male identity
development, males develop to be separate and removed from relationships (Bergman, 1995).
Men remove themselves from relationships because absenting themselves from connection has
been internalized as “the way things are” for men. However, RCT posits that the disconnected
male becomes an injured person and less powerful within relationships by being removed. This
directly opposes the traditional view of male identity development that promulgates male
disconnection as producing a stronger male identity.
Men are supposed to create families, have friends, and be productive workers. However,
in order to do so, they must learn to do these things on their own. The paradox is that the male is
supposed to know how to accomplish all those things representing connectedness, despite
learning them alone due to being out of connection (Watson-Phillips, 2006). He becomes his
filter for creating and defining masculinity through a process and series of disconnections. These
disconnections in relationships occur early on, reinforcing the message that maleness and
masculinity are mutually exclusive. A boy should not be affective, sensitive, or empathetic.
On the other hand, Gilligan (2004) stated, “If boys can be encouraged to embrace them,
these qualities [of sensitivity and empathy] will develop, expanding their capacity for
relationships and also their sense of themselves” (p. 53). Therefore, boys must be encouraged to
remain in connection. They should be encouraged to see that it is normal to express emotions
without being reprimanded for violations of normal male behavior. Males should be encouraged
and empowered at a young age to grow emotionally and communicate affectively and not merely
be praised for their physical growth and stereotypically male patterns of behavior.
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Jordan and Hartling (2002) advanced the idea that RCT promotes the positive aspects of
growth-fostering relationships: vitality, empowerment, increased clarity, increased sense of
worth, and a desire for more relationships. Moreover, being in growth-fostering relationships
may produce “mutual empowerment” and “mutual empathy”, leading to greater mutuality and
empathic possibility and away from separation (Watson-Phillips, 2006, p. 140). In addition, the
forming of relationships is part of the human condition and being connected to a system greater
than oneself is paramount to physical and psychological growth. Watson-Phillips (2006) posited
that connection and differentiation are essential aspects of human life development under RCT,
unlike the separation and individuation espoused by traditional theory.
Challenges to Male Superiority. In addition to challenging the concepts of separation
and disconnection, RCT challenges the concept of male superiority. The socialized messages of
male identity are driven by a patriarchal ideology reflected in traditional developmental theory.
According to J. B. Miller (1997), this ideology promotes the idea of gender differences, which
then plays out in an attitude that places males as dominant and females as subordinate, in turn
setting up a problematic power structure conducive to severe disconnections. This is a major
departure from the picture of male identity development offered from a traditional perspective,
which encourages stereotypical male identity formation because it supports the patriarchal
ideology. RCT challenges the idea that male identity and female identity are similar and agrees
that men and women develop identity differently (S. Archer, 1989; Gardiner, 1981; Lucas,
1997), but male identity development viewed through RCT produces a male that can form
relationships. He is a male who is secure in his sense of self—a male who feels in congruence
with the world, with others, and with self. In addition, by feeling genuinely authentic, he is a
male who experiences reduced feelings of impostorship.
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Challenges to the Separate Self. RCT challenges the concept of a separate self while
acknowledging its importance within the discourse of psychodynamic theory. J. B. Miller (1997)
contended that self is an American cultural concept with no real basis in the American lexicon.
Self is a term created and used by practitioners within the social and behavioral sciences. RCT
examines how the person becomes an authentic contributor through the connectedness of
relationships. It is less about the self as an individual concept but rather the development of
connections within relationships. As J. B. Miller (1997) stated, “Connection has replaced self as
the core element or the locus of the creative energy of development” (p. 53). Thus, if the
language of male identity development moves from an individualistic concept of self toward a
more collective and inclusive vision, the male may be allowed to naturally engage in mutual
relationships that help develop, solidify, and foster a more encompassing base from which male
identity may develop. Masculine identity development is seen as a fluid process that ebbs and
flows in relation to others rather than a fixed process of male identity formation that occurs
independently throughout the lifespan.
In contrast to traditional theory, J. B. Miller (1976) conducted research under the heading
of RCT, explaining human development in terms of the process of connections and
disconnections that occur throughout human life. Specifically, RCT examines how male
disconnection at an early age inadequately prepares the boy to become the man and thus offers a
more meaningful perspective for examining male psychological development than traditional
theories, especially for understanding inauthenticity and impostorship.
Research examining white working-class men and feelings of inauthenticity or
impostorship does not exist. Examination of the psychology of fraudulence is limited and
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generally specific to women (Clance & Imes, 1978). One of the aims of this research, therefore,
was to fill this gap.
Class Discrimination in Higher Education
The aim of this section is to identify and establish the importance of social class and
cultural values as they affect the working-class white male in higher education. As Nesbit (2006)
stated, “Whether we like it or not, at individual, community, and societal levels, everything we
believe and everything we do is influenced by our place in an economic and social order” (p.
172). This is an interesting paradox, especially in American society, where the idea of equality in
education is espoused in the rhetoric of democratic ideology. However, no matter how one
defines it, social class exists at nearly all society levels. According to hooks (2000), class
differences are quite apparent in educational settings.
The effects of persistent classism in higher education are devastating for the workingclass student. As covered earlier, MacKenzie (1998) noted that working-class students in higher
education typically undergo experiences of “alienation, embarrassment, self-doubt, intellectual
excitement, struggle, compromise and grieving” (p. 96). As a consequence of these experiences,
compared to their middle-class peers, “working-class students experience a lower sense of
belonging in higher education, perceive a less welcoming campus climate for social class, and
report less social involvement on campus” (Soria & Bultmann, 2014, p. 58).
Understanding the working class’s culture is imperative to successfully integrating
working-class students into education (Linkon, 1999). However, it is also crucial to recognize
that education and the educational system at the collegiate level promote inequality and
encourage the tenants of hegemony (Langhout et al., 2009). Nesbit (2005) acknowledged that the
issue of social class is rarely raised in adult education discourse, despite being clearly evident.
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Even the movement in adult education that tries to break down “classism” in the academy still
suffers from that very classism at an administrative and faculty level. Certainly, the credibility of
educational programs aimed at the working class still come under fire from hardcore academics
who disparage the quality of education they provide and the credentials of their teaching staff
(M. Anderson, 1996; Bash, 2003).
Furthermore, this academic discrimination and snobbery manifest even on the same
campuses as traditional programs (Bash, 2003). Hanisch’s (1970) rallying cry that “the personal
is political” (p. 76) can be extended to the political nature of the educational process given the
ways that the latter promotes the dominant values of the wider culture. Indeed, education and
educational conformity as they exist today are part and parcel of an American capitalist system
(Bowles & Gintis, 1976) that largely depends on colleges to “reproduce the social relations that
capitalist production requires” (Nesbit, 2006, p. 177). These social relations require a class
structure to exist and flourish, allowing the economy to ebb and flow.
Educational programs aimed at adult learners flourish in the New England area, with a
large percentage of admitted students being working-class white males (Goodman & Kallenbach,
2018). The challenge remains how to address class issues, class values, and the learning styles of
these students to teach most effectively. In light of this, the following sections of this literature
review explore scholarship on defining “working class” while also looking at the paradoxes of
working-class identity and higher education by examining the ways in which higher education
conflicts with white working-class male identity. Finally, this chapter explores the feelings
working-class white males experience as they interact with the world of higher education.
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Working Class Defined
Despite the recognition that the working-class identity of white males is extremely
important, defining what constitutes a white working-class identity is difficult due to the many
different meanings that have been attached to class (L. Archer et al., 2001; Lamont & Lamont,
2009; McDermott & Samson, 2005). Class can be based on a variety of concepts, such as
finances, wealth, and cultural markers. It also can be a political term based on occupation, or it
might ultimately be connected to privilege and power. For example, the white male plumber is
occupationally defined as being part of the working-class demographic, despite the plumber
making a yearly income of over $72,000, which based solely on income places him in the middle
class. However, that same individual may hold onto the rigid schema of the working class,
rejecting any connection or similarity to other groups. Therefore, class membership is important
to white working-class men in contemporary American society since membership brings identity.
The working class has generally been excluded and rejected by the dominant class. This
victim status becomes the foundation for a working-class worldview and a source of anger at the
dominant group, a group strongly associated with academia. White male working-class identity
accepts certain conditions, among them the belief that hard work, dedication, and perseverance
provide a means of survival and existence within contemporary American society (Long, 2013;
Williams, 1995). From their perspective, working class members are self-educated through the
“school of hard knocks” (Paul & Grit, 2012).
Metaphorically speaking, their classroom was the family system they grew up in, and
their own experiences navigating the system, with day-to-day survival, considered their
“graduate training.” The following idiom may best capture this way of thinking: “Those who
can, do; those who cannot, teach.” Some view traditional colleges and higher education as a
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place where people who could not make it in the “real” world go to hide. However, as noted
earlier, times are changing for myriad reasons, and opportunities for white working-class men in
American society are continually changing. At the same time, the boundaries between the
categories that determine what qualifies as working class are being blurred. Centers (1949) noted
the following definition of class:
Class, as distinguished from stratum, can well be regarded as a psychological
phenomenon in the fullest sense of the term. That is, a man’s class is a part of his ego, a
feeling on his part of belongingness to something; an identification with something larger
than himself. (p. 27)
This connection or class awareness psychologically keeps the white working-class male
tethered to the ideals of his class. Psychologically, the working-class culture is his family and
holds similar power over him as the hegemonic messages that govern his responsibility to his
family.
Working-class white male identity is forged within a family dynamic that has been
written, rewritten, and repeated mainly with each generation (Giddens, 1991). Within the lexicon
of the working class, it is family before anything else. Attitudes and beliefs are part of the family
socialization that eventually becomes an internalized part of the working-class male’s perception
of self (Chodorow, 1995). Family functions center around the maternal figure and the
expectation of absolute reverence for the mother. Within the dynamics of the working-class
family, the male is expected to always answer to the mother, which creates an uncomfortable
dynamic that the male is never able to truly free himself from (A. Johnson, 2001; Reskin & Ross,
1992). Pulling away and seeking one’s own identity is viewed as a threat to maternal control and
is discouraged by sanctions similar in nature to those sanctions common to the boy code. These

59
sanctions work in a similar fashion to those promulgated within a patriarchal discourse that
discourages any attempt to break free.
From a paternal perspective, the working-class male is inundated with messages that
family loyalty and love are expressed through hard work. Physical and verbal displays of
affection are limited. Love is shown by providing food, shelter, and clothing. In addition, the
working-class white male learns that, above all else, he must continually prove his masculinity as
something one does, rather than as a cognitive process (West & Zimmerman, 1987). As such, he
learns to conform to very rigid gender roles. These are roles that place more emphasis on male
dominance and superiority and less on femininity and women. A. Johnson (2005) stated,
It’s about the valuing of masculinity and maleness and the devaluing of femininity and
femaleness. It is about the primary importance of a husband’s career, the secondary status
of a wife’s, childcare as a priority in women’s lives, and its secondary importance in
men’s. (p. 39)
Here, the author is emphasizing that an essential aspect of the life and culture of the white
working-class family is seeing patriarchal ideology as the accepted natural order of things
(A. Johnson, 2005).
For this study, the working class is recognized as both a financial category and a state of
mind inclusive of norms, beliefs, attitudes, and perceptions that situate an individual within this
demographic (Weis, 2013). White males' working-class culture and identity allow them to feel
comfortable and competent in their respective occupations. There are no feelings of
inauthenticity for the white working-class male within the safety of his world. As long as he is
competent, comfortable, and confident in his abilities, personal introspection into psychological
inadequacy will not occur. Feelings of impostorship in the white working-class male happen
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when he finds himself outside the confines and comfort of the protective working-class culture
(Fox, 2016). It is here where dissonance occurs, and the male begins to feel like he does not
belong. The next section of this literature review explores the ways in which higher education as
it currently functions conflicts with white working-class male identity and examines the feelings
that working-class white males experience when they interact in this system.
Conflicts of Identity and Culture
While a male from the white working class may aspire to higher education, the
contradictions between his identity and the culture of higher education serve as a restraining
force that keeps him close to the working class. As the white working-class man moves into the
college classroom, these paradoxes become evident. This section will discuss five paradoxes
unique to the white working-class male attempting to navigate the world of higher education.
The Paradox of Power
Education can be emasculating for the white working-class adult male (Brockenbrough,
2012). Class is directly related to power, and conflicts of power may emerge when a workingclass white male enters higher education. In particular, the white working-class male comes from
an environment where he has created his own base of power in the face of the perceived power
of a greater system over which he is powerless. This self-created power, albeit a façade, is
prominent in the cognition of the working-class white male. It is precisely this power that is
challenged when he enters the college classroom, an environment over which he has no control
and in which someone else—the professor or the institution at large—has all of the power.
In most educational settings, students are subordinate learners who are expected to be
deferential, humble, tractable, and ready and willing to take directions. For them, there is little
choice other than to be subordinate to their teachers if they are to survive their educational
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journeys. This is certainly the case in higher education. According to Tisdell (1993), the higher
education system contributes to society’s structured power relations long before students ever
arrive in the classroom. The teacher-student relationship is a component of the structured power
relations of society through which educational institutions teach each member of society what
their assigned roles and social positions are and how to act properly in social interactions. Due to
these power relations, educational institutions have power over faculty members, who have
power over students.
In higher education, even though the teacher and the learner share a common learning
objective, their relationship is asymmetrical. For instance, instead of a welcoming interaction
with a professor that is symmetrical and equal, a standard warning often issued to freshmen—
e.g., take a look at your classmates while you have a chance since many will not be here 4 years
from now—is asymmetrical and not equal (Claflin, 2018). As a consequence, students have no
“power over the norms they will [and must] agree to respect” (Chene, 1983, p. 44). Although
students just out of high school might be comfortable with this subordination, the working-class
adult male naturally resists such a situation. To be subordinate is dishonorable in his world, yet
academic achievement is honorable, particularly for first-generation working-class students.
Thus, the working-class male is in a situation where he is forced to achieve something honorable
by acting dishonorably.
In addition, subordination in a “yes-sir” type of relationship between the learner and the
teacher signifies femininity and is unacceptable to the working-class adult male. The ideology of
patriarchy that shaped his masculine identity prescribes very rigid gender roles. In particular, the
traditional male role valorizes dominance and superiority while disregarding or even belittling
the roles of women and femininity. In this sense, when a working-class male learner feels
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patronized and subordinate, he experiences this as a threat to his manliness, reminding him of his
class position within the higher education context. These negative experiences could have the
unintended consequence of sending him back into his group identity and community, where he
feels more secure. In addition, even though working-class males enter college as independent
learners who have previously achieved in their family and work settings, they may feel
powerless in the classroom due to the asymmetrical nature of the interactions with their
professors. This might cause them to compensate for their loss of social power by performing
acts of stereotypically masculine behavior in working-class culture, such as rejecting education
and school and disrespecting teachers and their middle-class classmates.
The Paradox of Privilege
Working-class individuals forge their identity by differentiating themselves from other
classes through obtaining their merits through hard work rather than privilege. Work ethic and
respect for hard work are core values of the working-class identity. It is the act of working—not
only working, but also working hard—that earns working-class people respect (Lubrano, 2004;
Lucas, 2011). However, this identity conflicts with the fact that all white males enjoy privilege
compared to other groups in society. At the individual level, the working-class white male
possesses two innate qualities that confer his privilege. He is white, and he is male. Historically
in Western society, white males have possessed all the power and privilege. This means that,
regardless of how his life ultimately turns out, the white male’s entry into the world begins with
privilege (McIntosh, 1990, 2010).
While this is the case, privilege is often “invisible to those who have it”. Even though
class or race or gender, or sexuality confer unspoken advantages, their recipients are rarely aware
of “the dynamics of privilege” (Coston & Kimmel, 2012, p.97). In this sense, the privileges of
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white working-class males—that is, his whiteness and maleness—are unearned and unjustified.
White males are not consciously aware of these privileges since they perceive their privilegefacilitated experiences as neutral, normal, and universally available to everyone. In other words,
as argued by McIntosh (1988), being white and male are an “invisible knapsack” of privileges
socially conferred upon working-class white males (p. 1). Mostly, this demographic is unaware
that their skin color and gender confirm their legitimacy and existence in daily life. For this
reason alone, working-class white males may see themselves as less white or less masculine, but
whiteness or maleness is still a social construction whose content is bound to the privileges that
define it. As such, it is actually not important how working-class white males see themselves but
rather how others perceive them—as white males who possess all the power and privilege.
However, there is a paradox inherent to the working-class white male: one who is
privileged by gender but marginalized by class is both a “racial majority and socioeconomic
minority” (Stuber, 2011, p. 120). The latter of these designations emasculates the working-class
white male by excluding him from his otherwise privileged position. His masculine identity is
weakened, and his gender privilege is reduced. For instance, a working-class man has access to
white privilege and male privilege, but his working-class identity limits these privileges and
stigmatizes him as less manly (Coston & Kimmel, 2012). These privileges belong only to men
who have economic, cultural, and social resources— “capitals” as Bourdieu (1984) calls them.
Consequently, the working-class white male cannot feel his privilege in terms of his social
position in the structural hierarchy as a white male—a phenomenon known as status blindness.
This is especially true for working-class white male learners in higher education.
Working-class white males who attend higher education institutions and succeed, regardless of
their initial negative experiences, accomplish this only through hard work rather than privilege.
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Therefore, even the idea that success is obtained through privilege brings with it an emotional
response of anger and resentment toward those who propose this idea. Anything associating the
working-class male with privilege is felt to contradict his working-class identity.
The Paradox of Conformity
In addition to the problems of power and privilege, these men face the paradox of
conformity. The literature abounds with stories of working-class white males breaking free from
the restrictions of class, but these stories exist within the circle of those that have made it out and
are not part of the everyday milieu of the white working class. Movement out is atypical, while
conforming to the status quo is the norm. The microsystem informs the working-class male
identity within his peer group and where he lives. Working-class males live in areas with other
working-class men who share similar values, attitudes, and beliefs. Moreover, the peer group of
working-class white males tends to exhibit similar behavior to that exhibited during adolescence,
including sporting events, drinking, or other masculine bonding behaviors (Reese & Smyer,
1983). Within the working-class peer group, stereotypes are reinforced and reaffirmed, all the
while keeping the working-class white male contained (Anyon, 1984).
Goldrick-Rab (2006) acknowledged this issue by highlighting the underrepresentation of
working-class students in both state and elite colleges. She stated that students from lower
socioeconomic backgrounds are disproportionately less likely relative to more advantaged
students to start at a 4-year institution, engage in a full credit load, and complete a bachelor’s
degree (Goldrick-Rab, 2006). In addition, specifically for elite colleges, Aries and Seider (2005)
argued that the most prestigious colleges have grown “concerned that the students they are
educating come disproportionately from upper-income families. The top colleges draw three-
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quarters of their students from the wealthiest quarter of families in America, and only three
percent of students from the poorest quarter” (p. 419).
The underrepresentation of working-class students in higher education leads to a
frightening situation for working-class students: they have to endure feeling different from others
who constitute the middle-class majority. Working-class students, who are often the first
generation in their families to attend college, encounter faculty members and students from very
different class backgrounds than their own. This leads to difficulties arising from class-related
differences, such as “feelings of pain, ambivalence, displacement, alienation, and shame” (Aries
& Seider, 2005, p. 420). In contrast, when one enters the social world of which one is the
product, that person “does not feel the weight of the world and takes the world about it for
granted” (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992, p. 127). When working-class white males feel different
from others, they understandably may feel like fish out of water, unaccustomed to the university
culture and isolated from the culture to which they are accustomed. Regarding this, Freeborn
(2000) noted that “educating yourself out of your own class, but doing so at an age where
assimilating into the educated class is not realistic, not even entirely desirable, means that you
become, for ever, neither flesh nor fowl” (para. 6).
In addition, the differences between working-class students and others show up in
tensions resulting from the disjuncture between the working-class background and academic
dispositions. In the case of working-class adult learners, Reay (2001) argued that mature
working-class learners encounter a complex situation when attempting the transition to higher
education. They have to negotiate their identities, finding a “balance between investing in a new
improved identity” through higher education and holding on to their authentic identity anchored
to the communities in which they were raised (Reay, 2001, p. 337). In other words, the difficulty
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involves negotiating the balance between safety and challenge, between fitting in and feeling
happy, as well as coping with feelings of pain and dislocation. In this sense, merely the difficulty
of negotiation might lead working-class students to resist higher education, choosing conformity
over being different, and surrendering themselves to the welcoming arms of their working-class
communities.
The Paradox of Disrespect
Familial attitudes within the working class also create a paradox for the working-class
male entering higher education. Generally, “working-class families typically do not value
education as highly as middle-class families” (Lareau, 1987, p. 73). This is related to the
working-class ideology that sees education as less important than earning a living wage
(Finnegan & Merrill, 2017). Thus, working-class parents pass on their low opinion about the
value of an education to their children, who naturally assume those beliefs are correct. For
example, according to Willis (1977) working-class students are not interested in primary and
secondary school, are disruptive in class, and are disrespectful of the rules. These students do not
respect authority, do not value education, and thus sabotage their early education. The issue is
that if a working-class child succeeds in high school for some reason, they are not considered to
be proper working-class kids who are loyal to their culture.
Additionally, the devaluing of education by working-class students might derive in part
from a close and direct link between social class and student aspirations. Bourdieu and Passeron
(1977) noted that “the level of aspiration of individuals is essentially determined by the
probability (judged intuitively by means of previous successes or failures) of achieving the
desired goal” (p. 111). In this sense, one of the reasons that working-class people (parents and
their children) devalue education might be their internalization of the limited knowledge and
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opportunities that working-class culture imposes on them regarding education, which in turn
limits their aspirations and expectations toward education in general, and higher education in
particular (Ingram, 2009). Similarly, according to Stebleton and Soria (2012), working-class
students perceive themselves to be less competent, less intelligent, and lower self-efficacy than
students of higher socioeconomic status. As a result, working-class individuals often “come to
see the aspiration toward academic success as a symbolically legitimated form that not only falls
largely beyond their grasp but also beyond their desire” (Stahl, 2016, p. 667).
According to Willis (1977), another reason working-class students devalue higher
education is that they are certain that their futures promise plentiful work that is ready and
waiting for them upon leaving high school. In addition, Robertson and Hillman (1997) noted that
“students from lower socioeconomic groups appear to be guided from an earlier age, by reason
of habit, culture and professional or peer expectation, to anticipate initial entry to the labor
market rather than higher education” (para. 3.13). In other words, it is considered manly to have
a job, even if the benefits it confers on the working-class male are inadequate in terms of income
and status. On the other hand, partaking in higher education involves “boring” activities such as
reading books, which may be considered a waste of time that could be better spent earning
money, progressing in a trade, and gaining experience. Moreover, investing in higher education
may be considered risky because it is uncertain that it will lead to secure employment. In this
regard, going to college—and thus not entering the workforce—might be perceived by some in
the working-class community to be a shirking of the male’s responsibility to the family and by
the male himself as a threat to his masculine identity. Indeed, Reay (2001) contended that
pursuing higher education is risky because there is always the potential that one’s identity may
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be lost. Success in higher education requires complex identity negotiations, with resultant losses
sometimes greater than gains.
Lastly, by dismissing education and disregarding what it takes to be successful in school,
the working-class male can construct and maintain a masculine identity that aligns with the
values extolled by his family and peer group culture. According to Cohen and Haddock (1994),
higher education is associated with femininity and the middle class. Because of this, higher
education might not be compatible with the working-class culture and primarily working-class
masculinities. Therefore, the working-class male faces a paradox: to be successful in higher
education, he must compromise his masculinity in the pursuit of the kind of educational
achievement he has been taught to devalue and disrespect.
The Paradox of Excellence
The dominant culture of higher education is largely compatible with the culture of
middle-class students but often at odds with the culture of working-class students. This is partly
because most teachers in higher education institutions embody the middle-class value system
(Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977). Since teachers, in general, are not conscious of their class bias, it
is difficult for working-class students to fit into the classroom culture teachers create. Because of
this, White (1982) suggested that socioeconomic status, whether measured by family income,
parental education, or parental occupation, is usually the most powerful predictor of achievement
in a school setting, with working-class students generally less successful than their middle-class
peers (DiMaggio, 1982).
Due to class-based disadvantages in education more broadly, working-class students are
taught that just getting by is “good enough.” Even if a working-class male manages to complete
high school, he needs to decide whether to go on to higher education—a move not widely
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supported by his culture. And even if he does go on, he is faced with the dilemma of studying to
excel or just get by, the former of which is again not widely supported by his culture. As such,
even if the working-class male acknowledges the potential benefits of participating in higher
education, he is more likely to do so for pragmatic reasons, such as getting a better job or earning
more money, rather than as a way to prepare himself for a future of accomplishment, selfactualization, and personal growth (Aslanian & Brickell, 1980; Henry & Basile, 1994). By
merely getting by, he will fail to gain the benefits of higher education, but to succeed, he must
abandon the approach to education that has stood him in good stead to this point in his life.
Inauthenticity and Impostorship
If not navigated successfully, the paradoxes of power, privilege, conformity, disrespect,
and excellence can converge in powerful feelings of inauthenticity and impostorship best
understood as the impostor phenomenon. As theorized by Clance and Imes (1978), this
phenomenon is characterized by an intense sense of psychological discomfort produced when an
individual feels inauthentic in what they do. It is a belief that they are a fake or a fraud, in a place
that they do not belong, or masquerading in society, their job, or academia. In addition to
deriving from the fear of being exposed, Harvey and Katz (1985) suggested that this fear can
lead to the paranoid belief that others are attempting to actively sabotage their success. Yet
sabotage is often an internal affair, as individuals with significant and elevated levels of impostor
syndrome are more likely to sabotage their own efforts and accomplishments (Cowman &
Ferrari, 2001). This is especially pertinent when considering impostorship in the working-class
white male in higher education.
Through the process of liberal education, the working-class male may be exposed to a
different way of thinking that disrupts his narrow view, forcing introspection into internalized
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beliefs, attitudes, and values that he has never before questioned. The working-class white male’s
worldview is shaped by the working-class attitude that resentment toward the privileged is
expected. Yet in his attempt to free himself from his working-class roots, this leads him,
paradoxically, to become the very thing he has been socialized to dislike. This self-awareness,
while tumultuous at times, can serve as a catalyst for the male to begin to question the concept of
prescribed masculinity and strive to define it in his own terms (Hays et al., 2007). It is through
the opportunity to challenge his privileged status, one which is offered by higher education, that
the working-class male may begin to view himself from a different vantage point. This is
because education can be a liberating and transformative process if one truly engages in the
process and discourse of higher education.
Exposure to different ways of thinking, disciplines, and people allows the working-class
male to see himself in a new light and to reflect on how he is distinct from his working-class
background. If he does so, the process can be life changing, assimilating the working-class male
into a new culture in which he can achieve a socially recognized form of success. If he rejects
this exposure, he may silently retreat to the comfort and safety of his working-class world. If
successful, however, the working-class white male may begin to question who he is, what he
does, and whether he is genuine or an impostor, possibly leading him to feel that he has
somehow tricked or fooled people into believing he is something that he is not.
Lubrano (2004) suggested that working-class white males in higher education have three
options. They can assimilate into the middle-class culture and ignore their past, they can reject
the middle-class culture and risk “career stagnation among the middle class”, or they can blend
the working- and middle-class cultures to create a hybrid that requires neither total rejection of
working-class culture nor total assimilation. Nevertheless, Reay (2001) argued that for working-
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class adult learners, a class hybrid does not necessarily result in a sense of authenticity.
Especially in higher education, which epitomizes middle-class culture, the question is how the
adult working-class learner can develop feelings of being authentic while still trying to assimilate
to higher education. As Young (2011) noted,
imposters who return to college in midlife have been known to wonder out loud if
perhaps their professors aren’t just taking pity on them. Knowing they’re trying to juggle
kids, a job, and school, they suspect that their professors are intentionally going easy on
them. (p. 19)
Given this sentiment, it seems likely that for the working-class white male in higher
education, feelings of impostorship are never far away.
Summary
In reviewing the literature around the experiences of white working-class males in higher
education, it is evident that these men face a myriad of interconnected challenges that
collectively harm their chances of academic success. Many of these challenges emanate from the
distinct male identity of the white working-class American man and the paradoxes engendered
when this identity collides with a college environment to which it is ill-fitted. The feelings of
impostorship likely to result may arguably be the most significant challenge they must contend
with.
While compelling, much of the scholarship in this area to date has been theoretical, with
scant empirical investigation into the unique collegiate experiences of this demographic as they
relate to white working-class male identity. This limits the understanding of why a
disproportionately large number of white working-class males quit higher education before
completing their studies. At the same time, the recent growth in this demographic entering
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colleges makes it more critical than ever to understand the lived experiences that drive this group
out of college and back to the working class, particularly the role of impostorship. Only then
might there be confidence in the reforms needed to accommodate better the white working-class
male in a college environment that was shaped by, and which largely still caters to, the cultural
values and masculinities of the middle class.
It is this gap in the understanding that the current research aims to fill. In order to do so,
the researcher examined the lived experiences of 10 white working-class males who gave up on
their college education in favor of returning to their blue-collar occupations. The next chapter
details the methodological approach to collect and analyze qualitative data on these experiences
obtained through one-on-one interviews with each man.
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Chapter 4: Research Methodology
This research was conducted as a qualitative, interview-based inquiry involving a sample
of 10 males identifying as white working class and who have made an attempt at higher
education, either at the associate or bachelor’s level, only to have abandoned that attempt and
returned to traditional blue-collar occupations. Through interviews and conversations with this
group, the researcher aimed to identify the following aspects: (a) common experiences shared by
the group; (b) why these individuals gave up their venture into higher education, and (c) the
specific institutional supports which could have made their educational experience more
successful.
This chapter explains the research design, summarizes the data collection method used,
details the analytical technique adopted to draw the results, and offers conclusions about the aims
and objectives of the study. A detailed description of the research methodology, philosophical
assumptions, philosophical viewpoints, approach, design, data gathering, participant selection,
and analysis are outlined later in the chapter.
This qualitative, phenomenological study was based on grounded theory and a feminist
ecological perspective, which allowed the researcher to outline and provide context of the white
working-class male experience in America. The white working-class male is situated within
powerful and influential layers consisting of a macrosystem, exosystem, and microsystem. Since
the white working-class male is firmly entrenched in the middle of these layers, he possibly
cannot see the influences that each layer provides (Ballou et al., 2002). This model allows for
deeper examination by highlighting and “identifying interactive signifiers or markers that cut
through each layer and represent categories such as gender, race, ethnicity, age, and class”
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(Watson-Phillips, 2006, p. 55) that can impact white working-class men and influence their
experience within the three layers.
Research Methodology Defined
The research methodology is arguably one of the most critical aspects of the study.
Utilizing techniques to collect, code, and analyze the data required to reach a logical and
scientific conclusion from an initial hypothesis or assumption. Developing a research
methodology is essential for careful study considerations and choosing an appropriate approach
(Pathirage et al., 2005). The methodology typically outlines the theoretical principles that guide a
particular research approach (Sileyew, 2019). Through the methodology, the reader can critically
examine the validity and reliability of the study.
As an important technique of research, Crotty (2003) defined a methodology as a
procedure guiding a researcher's "choices and use of a particular method and linking the choice
and use of the methods to the desired outcomes" (p. 3). After identifying a problem and
associated objectives, a researcher must devise a set of techniques for data collection; these
techniques are critical in addressing how a study is conducted and answering how research
findings are achieved.
Giddings and Grant (2006) and Sileyew (2019) noted that a methodology is central in a
study as it outlines the theoretical principles guiding a research approach and processes. In other
words, a research methodology connotes a plan of action—a tool that includes the process of
data collection and interpretation that a researcher uses or proposes to use in their study
(Creswell, 2014). Furthermore, these practices are essential in authenticating a study's research
findings, results, and conclusion (Creswell, 2003).
For this study's research methodology, the researcher utilized the research onion model
developed by Saunders et al. (2007). This model illustrates the numerous stages involved in
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developing research work. Each onion layer provides a more thorough description of each stage
of the research process (Asher & Popper, 2019; Melnikovas, 2018; Saunders et al., 2016). The
rationale for selecting this model is that it clearly illustrates, structures, and provides a layout for
a research design from philosophy to data collection and analysis. The model starts outside and
moves inward, with research philosophies at the outer core or layer and data collection in the
innermost core or layer (Saunders et al., 2007). The onion model is considered one of the most
useful research methodologies, as it covers the entire strategic framework of the study
(Melnikovas, 2018).
Philosophical Assumptions
It can be argued that there is no pure neutrality in qualitative research; as such, a
researcher cannot be neutral in their scientific inquiry. According to Neville (2005), every
researcher is shaped by subjective biases, interests, and assumptions; these subjective frames of
mind affect the researcher's conclusion. Thus, researchers generally develop a set of beliefs and
assumptions about the nature of knowledge to view a particular problem in the real world (Collis
& Hussey, 2003). Meanwhile, researchers use their assumptions to structure their thoughts and
"organize their reasoning and observations" (Bhattacherjee, 2012, p. 26). They do so because it
matters—a researcher's philosophical assumptions affect how they conduct their study from start
to finish. Accordingly, Guba (1990) defined philosophical assumptions as "a basic set of beliefs
that guide actions" (p. 17).
This section examines the philosophy of this research study, including the fundamental
areas central to the model utilized. In this study, the research philosophy consisted of key
assumptions concerning how the world is viewed, the development of knowledge, and personal
beliefs (Saunders et al., 2019). The most appropriate research strategy is utilized depending on
the methodological implications. Methodological experts generally consider three main domains
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of research philosophies: ontology, epistemology, and axiology. First, ontology pertains to
assumptions made "about the nature of reality" (Saunders et al., 2019, p. 133) that shape and
influence how researchers view their research topic and sample. More specifically, ontology
clarifies the differing qualities between reality and how one perceives reality (Melnikovas,
2018). Second, epistemology helps identify relevant data that can be proven without any doubt.
According to Asher and Popper (2019), the goal of epistemology is to locate areas of common
knowledge and build on these facts accordingly. Third, axiology entails how values and opinions
impact data collection and analysis during the research process (Saunders et al., 2016). Axiology
is crucial because it enables one to comprehend an individual's opinion's influence on how data is
collected, analyzed, and interpreted (Asher & Popper, 2019; Melnikovas, 2018). Overall,
including philosophical assumptions in a research study is vital as it influences a researcher's
reasoning and argument (Saunders et al., 2016).
Justification for Ontological Viewpoint
Ontology helps differentiate actual reality and how one chooses to view reality
(Melnikovas, 2018; Pathirage et al., 2005; Saunders et al., 2019). This viewpoint occupies a
significant role in research studies because it allows researchers to learn behavioral traits that
influence individuals. Ontological assumptions examine whether an objective reality exists in its
actual state or whether the reality is subjective and is assumed in individuals’ minds (Giddings &
Grant, 2006; Saunders et al., 2019). The two main aspects of ontology are objectivism and
subjectivism. Objectivism addresses reality as an external or independent component separated
from social actors (Asher & Popper, 2019; Saunders et al., 2019). Objectivism is practically
applied in positivism to explain and test theories about independent reality.
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The second aspect, subjectivism, examines events affected and influenced by social
activities through interactions between or among users, phenomena, and processes to understand
social actors' perceptions in a given reality (Melnikovas, 2018; Saunders et al., 2016).
Subjectivism is most suitable with a phenomenological paradigm.
This study adopted a subjectivist approach to explore how white male working-class
identity affects white working-class males’ return to higher education. Furthermore, social actors
or human beings need not be separated from reality to influence diverse situations and
phenomena (Asher & Popper, 2019).
Justification for Epistemological Viewpoint
Questions related to knowledge and what people know are answered through
epistemological assumptions (Melnikovas, 2018; Pathirage et al., 2005). In the epistemological
approach, sufficient knowledge about the chosen field of research is defined. Even though
epistemology covers the conception of realism, the two most common epistemological aspects
are positivism and interpretivism. Interpretivism entails evaluating individuals rather than
objects, as individuals are more likely to influence the events in a particular situation where the
actions of any given individual are unpredictable (Melnikovas, 2018; Saunders et al., 2016).
Interpretivism may be helpful with the interpretation of how people view their actions and those
of others. This aspect is essential because it assists in determining what can be considered good
knowledge (Asher & Popper, 2019; Dainty, 2008).
This study adopted an interpretivist approach to explore how white male working-class
identity affects white working-class males’ return to higher education. The rationale is that
interpretivism is generally considered a more suitable methodological approach for collecting
rich data to understand better, interpret, and analyze social realities (Saunders et al., 2016). To
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report accurate findings, researchers need to go beyond categorizing the collective experiences of
research participants and engage in face-to-face interaction, as each participant has distinctive
experiences and stories unique to their narratives.
In this study, an in-depth exploration was needed to peel back each protective layer
insulating white male working-class participants to yield new information about how they come
to understand the world and their interpretation about the world, their thoughts about social
identity, and their views of higher education (Asher & Popper, 2019).
Justification for Axiological Viewpoint
Axiology examines the role and importance of values in a research study (Collis &
Hussey, 2003; Melnikovas, 2018). This approach helps in choosing data collection methods and
techniques for the most appropriate and accurate values, stating that reality can be (a) value-free,
(b) value-laden, and (c) value-bound. Axiology helps examine the judgment made on the values
in different research process steps (Saunders et al., 2016). First, researchers are independently
related to data in a value-free approach and therefore remain objective (Asher & Popper, 2019;
Melnikovas, 2018; Saunders et al., 2016). Second, in a value-laden approach, the selection of
data collection methods depends on human experiences and beliefs. Lastly, researchers cannot
separate from what is being studied in a value-bound approach and thus become subjective
(Asher & Popper, 2019; Melnikovas, 2018; Saunders et al., 2016).
This study used a value-laden approach, which holds that reality is subjective or is shaped
by social interaction. The researcher aimed to examine how white male working-class identity
affects white working-class males’ return to higher education within this philosophical
framework. The justification for this approach is that researchers cannot adequately separate
their social biases from a study. Because humans are social actors, a researcher’s orientation and
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interests can interfere in their interaction with research participants, data collection procedures,
and interpretation. Notwithstanding this shortcoming, axiology adds value as it helps researchers
make informed decisions in data collection and gathering techniques. Finally, the value-laden
approach was suitable because the researcher’s interactions with study participants through
interviews facilitated an exploration of the opinions and experiences of the white working-class
males in the sample.
Qualitative Phenomenological Justification
Phenomenology is a research method that focuses on research participants and seeks to
study their experiences (Groenewald, 2004). Creswell (2014) outlines this as a “design of
inquiry” with origins from philosophy and psychology. As such, phenomenological researchers
describe the life “experiences of individuals about a phenomenon as described by participants”
(Creswell, 2014, p. 14). Moreover, this method investigates phenomena as they manifest via
lived experiences (Valentine et al., 2018). The researcher adopted the phenomenological method,
as it was best suited to address the following research question: How does white male workingclass identity affect white working-class males’ return to higher education? Creswell (1998)
noted that when utilizing a phenomenological approach, “life is seen as a mystery” (p. 31). Thus,
a primary reason for selecting this method is to “illuminate specific motivations and identify the
phenomenon through the perceptions of actors in a particular situation” (Lester, 1999, p. 1).
Phenomenology is concerned with the lived experience from the perspectives of individuals who
have been part of that phenomenon at a certain point in time, which has influenced their lives
(Melnikovas, 2018; Valentine et al., 2018).
According to Lester (1999) “Epistemologically, the phenomenological approach is based
on the paradigm of personal knowledge and subjectivity, emphasizing the importance of
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individuals perspectives and interpretations” (p.1). In addition, Lester (1999) noted, “pure
phenomenological research essentially seeks to describe rather than explain and to start from a
perspective that is free from hypothesis or preconceptions” (p.1). The researcher also chose a
phenomenological method because it advocates for selecting a relatively small number of
participants to reflect the homogeneity across the sample. Thus, selecting fewer research
participants will better understand their lived experiences (Alase, 2017).
Feminist Methodology Justification
The feminist methodology is based on epistemological philosophy and is focused on
knowledge generation and the understanding and interpretation of reality. Since its inception, the
feminist methodology has been influenced by Abraham Kaplan’s philosophy, which argues that
the purpose of a research design is to “describe and analyze research methods” and explain its
shortcomings and resources (Kaplan, 1964, p. 23). More precisely, Fonow and Cook (2015)
noted that feminist methodology involves a research design that includes a detailed description
and “abstract classification” of a variety of “methodological stances, conceptual approaches, and
research strategies” (p. 2213).
Utilizing the feminist methodology allows for understanding how systems work by
examining the layers that exist around the individual and the intersections and markers that
influence individuals (Ballou et al., 2002). Accordingly, the researcher objectively looked back
into the white working-class male system to identify significant and influential themes that the
sample might be unable to see because they have not yet had the opportunity to step outside of
the system and look back at their lives.
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Grounded Theory
Grounded theory facilitates an inductive strategy for generating and confirming theories
as they emerge from close interactions and direct contact with the empirical world. According to
Berthelsen et al. (2018), grounded theory was developed in a sociological context emphasizing
theory development rather than theory testing. Additionally, this theory provided a technique for
developing theories founded on relevant data from a systematic qualitative approach. The
practical origins of constructivist grounded theory make it a reliable technique for pursuing
qualitative inquiry with a critical lens (Berthelsen et al., 2018). Moreover, Patton (1990)
suggested that grounded theory and qualitative inquiry are fundamental types of research.
Before attempting to answer any research question, researchers generally consider the
nature of their philosophical perspective and research methodology. The philosophical
perspective interprets the world, helping researchers look at issues and problems through a
distinct, peculiar framework. The research methodology influences the data collection and
analysis process, making it an essential component of research (Crotty, 1998). While research
methodologies vary from positivism to interpretivism, each has a precise criterion for data
collection (Creswell, 2014).
In grounded theory designs, researchers aim to build theories that are grounded in the
empirical data they have gathered, examined, and analyzed (Charmaz, 2006; Glaser & Strauss,
1967). The goal is to create a theory that provides a rich explanation about a specific area of
inquiry and contribute new knowledge to the scientific community (Birks & Mills, 2015; Bryant
& Charmaz, 2007; Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Because grounded theory researchers seek answers
directly from participants during the research process, Charmaz and Thornberg (2020) postulated
that when a researcher embarks on grounded research, their “analytic focus emerges during the
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research process” (p. 1) and the researcher’s data and results are regarded as more authentic and
credible.
Moreover, when conducting qualitative research, researchers can separate explicit and
implicit data from their processes. By studying actions and meanings, grounded theory designs
help researchers discern explicit processes through data collection procedures gathered via
observations, interviews, and group discussions (Corbin & Strauss, 2015; Glaser & Strauss,
1967). Thus, in this study, the researcher engaged in basic research and interviewing procedures
to understand better and explain the subjective narrative experiences of a small sample of white
working-class males in America to explore how their ideology and experiences influence their
views and attitudes regarding higher education.
Essential characteristics of the grounded theory include (a) simultaneous involvement in
data collection and analysis; (b) construction of analytical codes and categories from the data
rather than preconceived hypotheses; and (c) use of constant comparative methods (Charmaz,
2006). There are three dominant designs for grounded theory: systematic design (Strauss &
Corbin, 1998), emerging design (Glaser, 1992), and the constructivist approach (Charmaz, 1990,
2000, 2006). Grounded theory is an effective research inquiry in that it provides the analytic
power to engage in focused coding and organized data collection processes (Corbin & Strauss,
2015).
Research Approach
Creswell (2014) referred to a research approach as a plan for laying out the assumption of
a study, outlining the steps, and detailing methodological techniques for data collection. A
research approach also involves the extent to which researchers are clear on the respective theory
and can manage the most suitable approach for the research project. Saunders et al. (2016) noted
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that a research approach is classified as either (a) deductive, (b) inductive, or (c) abductive. First,
the deductive approach involves testing an existing theory and hypothesis to establish a
generalization to confirm or refute that theory or hypothesis (Asher & Popper, 2019; Sileyew,
2019). Second, the inductive approach primarily entails collecting data to develop a theory based
on data collection and analysis. This approach builds theories from the ground up to generalize
the topic being examined and researched (Melnikovas, 2018; Saunders et al., 2016; Sileyew,
2019; Thomas, 2002). Lastly, the abductive approach combines the deductive and inductive
approaches. According to Saunders et al. (2016), this approach is considered the better option if
the researcher seeks to examine phenomena and identify themes elicited from the research.
This research consisted of an exploratory study in which the researcher adopted an
inductive approach to examine the phenomenon of white male working-class identity toward
higher education. This approach was deemed the best way to individually validate and recognize
the unique experiences of the participants in the sample, while at the same time allowing the
researcher to link themes and generalizations and maintain applicability.
Research Design
Greener (2008) observed that there is no proper methodological procedure in research, as
the approach depends on several factors unique to the researcher’s motivation and interest. Aside
from academic scholars and students, people engage in a research process in their daily lives by
searching for a solution to a specific problem. In academia, researchers employ different designs
and methods to answer various research questions. The research design is a systematic plan and
“procedures of inquiry” (Creswell, 2014, p. 3) for approaching a research topic (Kothari, 2004).
A qualitative research design is naturalistic, interpretive, and non-experimental in that it focuses
on personal narratives, stories, or written data (Charmaz, 2017). Through a qualitative design, a
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researcher is offered the best means of exploring little-known phenomena and examining
otherwise complex processes. According to Denzin and Lincoln (2005), qualitative researchers
study items or processes in their “natural setting” to make sense of or interpret events in terms of
the significance people apply to them (p. 3).
This study adopted a qualitative research design, implying a natural process that allowed
for inductive analysis free from biased assumptions. However, relevant data indicates that
researchers cannot fully distance themselves from theories or life experiences because each
individual is guided by some degree of bias (Pannucci & Wilkins, 2010). Moreover, qualitative
research designs are used by researchers who seek to explore a problem and develop a
comprehensive understanding of an observable fact (Creswell, 2012). By adopting a qualitative
research design, this study aimed to explore and understand how the ideologies of white
working-class males influence and develop their attitudes about higher education.
Data Collection
The research data forming the basis of this study came from numerous semi-structured
in-person interviews. These initial interviews, and in some cases follow-up interviews, allowed
the researcher to access subjective narratives of each participant.
Interviews
Through qualitative interviews, researchers have the potential to gain rich information
from participants about the more refined areas of research (Terre Blanche et al., 1999). The
ability to obtain this form of data in an interview setting is also a result of asking immediate
follow-up questions, as a researcher is permitted to request more detail if doing so is required
(Louw & Edwards, 1997). All interviews were tape-recorded, providing the freedom to observe
body language, note uncomfortable moments, and gauge facial expressions, while at the same
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time being authentically and genuinely engaged in each interview. The physical arrangement of
the interviews was organized in such a way as to allow a comfortable social distance from the
participants while respecting their personal space. Due to the personal nature of some interview
questions, ensuring their comfort was essential to the interview process (see Appendix A for a list
of interview questions).
Notebook
Immediately after each interview, this researcher recorded process notes on the
impressions of the respective interview subject. These notes included how the participant
presented himself, the physical details of the interview session, the interview tone, verbal and
nonverbal body language, and other noteworthy behaviors. These notes were kept in a notebook
outlining general thoughts, impressions, and other assumptions that emerged from the
conversation. In addition, these notes allowed the researcher to keep track of ideas often
generated during travel back home or while debriefing conversations back at the hotel, and later
during coding. The notebook and other notes taken were kept in a secure location in which only
this researcher had access. The notebook and notes would be destroyed upon completion and
defense of the dissertation.
Population and Sample
To ensure the validity of the research study, the participants in the sample needed to meet
specific characteristics required to examine the phenomenon in question (Terre Blanche et al.,
1999). In creating a research study that aimed to understand how white working-class male
ideology plays a role in those individuals' development and attitudes regarding higher education,
the researcher relied on a small cohort sample approved by the doctoral committee. Patton
(1987) noted that “there are no guidelines for determining the size of purposeful samples” (p.
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58). As a result, the sample chosen was rich with experiences relevant to the phenomenon under
examination. In addition, as a phenomenological study, criteria followed the recommendation of
Creswell (2014) that all participants in the sample must have “experienced the phenomenon” (p.
14). This study involved growing up in a white male working-class environment and having
attempted higher education, only to withdraw at a later point.
It was essential to consider the issue of validity with this sample selection. There are two
aspects of validity in research: internal and external validity. Internal validity constitutes the
efficiency of the tools, instruments, or procedures utilized to complete research studies (Akiko,
2018). In qualitative research, credibility is perceived as an alternative to internal validity. This is
primarily because internal validity denotes whether qualitative research outcomes are credible
from the participants’ point of view (Akiko, 2018). There is no expectation of replication with
qualitative research, as the in-depth evaluation or analysis of an occurrence within specified
settings in which it thrives is nearly impossible to replicate. At the same time, external validity
implies that the noted outcomes can be generalized beyond the immediate study. In qualitative
studies, the essence of reliability is founded on the consistency of the data and the observed
results. Some researchers have utilized dependability in qualitative studies due to its close
connection to the concept of reliability (Akiko, 2018). Thus, the need for accounts of the context
and descriptions of the relevant procedures from start to finish enables a higher degree of ease in
following the detailed process and comprehending how reliability and validity are conceived and
addressed in the study.
Sample Size
Two-hour, in-depth interviews with 10 participants provided a good picture of the
phenomenon under study. In qualitative inquiry, there are no specific rules regarding the sample
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size. Instead, the sample size is dependent on what one wants to know, including the credibility
and “purpose of the evaluation” (Patton, 1987, p. 58).
Sample Demographics and Characteristics
All sample cohort members were white, heterosexual working-class males between the
ages of 45 and 55 and had grown up in working-class communities in the United States; the
average age of the participants was 50 years old. None of the men had completed college,
although each had attempted some level of higher education. All participants fell into what
Rothman (2004) categorized as working class: laborers or blue-collar workers who provide
personal services and the production, distribution, or repair of products. Their occupations
included the following: mechanic, liquor store owner, electrician, construction manager, small
business owner, college umpire, retiree, machinist, postal office employee, and salesman. In
addition, each member identified that they did not serve in the military.
Participant Selection
All participants volunteered to be involved in the study. The researcher began by asking
friends and colleagues at various colleges with adult degree completion programs that fit the
sample profile whether they had past students or knew of anyone that fit the criteria. Email
introductions were arranged, with a personal telephone screening to assess their willingness to
participate, be open, reflective, and articulate in relating their college and life experiences in a
scholarly interview process.
After the initial screening call, prospective participants were emailed a copy of the
consent form (see Appendix B), which were returned either before or at the initial interview.
Once the interviews were completed, thank you notes were sent to their home. One was returned
due to an address error; however, this was corrected and resent.
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Data Analysis
A recording device was utilized to record each session. In addition, a notebook was kept
capturing other notable comments or document behavioral observations at key points. The
researcher transcribed the tapes utilizing an online subscription service (Rev.com). Transcription
instructions included accounting for nervous laughter, hesitations, other verbalizations such as
voice pitch and tone, and unique usage of phrases or euphemisms. Each transcription was played
back twice to account for any errors made during the transcription process, add voice changes
and qualifiers, and visualize the significant body language that occurred from the interviews.
Lastly, process notes taken during the interviews helped with visualizing the analysis of the
interview content.
Ethical Considerations
This study considered ethics as a primary concern rather than a secondary consideration,
serving as the forefront of the research process (Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2006). Researchers
should embody attributes of honesty and integrity, both of which are regarded as baseline
requirements for undertaking research dealing with human subjects. Thus, in order to maintain a
balanced research relationship with other human beings, researchers must be open, truthful, and
aware of “potential ethical issues” (Orb et al., 2001, p. 94). Orb and colleagues added that it was
essential to allow for voluntary participation (consent to people to participate in research based
on their free will), confidentiality (keep the identity of the research participants secret), and
anonymity (never reveal the identity of research participants based on the data collected).
Overall, researchers must identify mediums that protect the human rights of the
participants. Gratton and Jones (2010) argued that researchers should categorically abide by
ethical norms and research principles, irrespective of their chosen research design or the
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sampling technique employed. This study adhered to these ethical principles (see Appendix C for
Institutional Board Review approval). Furthermore, the researcher abided by the following
ethical considerations established by American Psychological Association (Smith, 2003):
•

Beneficence and nonmaleficence

•

Fidelity and responsibility

•

Integrity

•

Justice

•

Respect for people's rights and dignity

Summary
This chapter provided a detailed overview of the methodology adopted by the researcher
for the current study. A qualitative phenomenological approach was used to answer the following
research question: How does white male working-class identity affect white working-class
males’ return to higher education? The phenomenological study was based on grounded theory
and a feminist methodology. The feminist methodology helped the researcher in utilizing an
ecological perspective to outline and provide context of the white working-class male’s
experience in America, while grounded theory helped in describing the analytical comparatives
of the data to reach a theory. This study was subjective in nature with the epistemological
grounds of interpretivism and was exploratory in nature; therefore, the researcher adopted an
inductive approach to examine the phenomenon of white male working-class identity in higher
education. Qualitative study data was collected through interviews and notebook references from
the 10 study participants. Lastly, the researcher ensured all ethical considerations were met to
generate authentic and valid research findings.
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The analytical findings and results are presented in the following chapters along with the
demographic profiles of the participants through the technique of qualitative thematic analysis.
The themes in the coming chapters were considered the most relevant findings to answer the
central research question. Furthermore, the findings are supported by annotations from the
participants based on their responses in the semi-structured interviews for any particular question
or theme of the study.
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Chapter 5: Findings – Narrative Analysis of Three Men
The researcher developed personal relationships with all 10 men in the sample due to the
depth and personal nature of many of the questions. In an attempt to maintain impartial selection
when deciding on three participants for more thorough analysis, all 10 names were written on an
index card and placed into an envelope and chosen at random. However, it is likely that the other
seven participants would have had similar themes and experiences highlighted in the three
analyses presented in this chapter.
Matt: Doing Things His Way
Family and Religion
I was very nervous as I was preparing to meet with Matt, a 46-year-old who has worked
as a vehicle fleet manager for the U.S. Postal Service since 1990. We had agreed to interview at
his residence in rural northwestern Maryland. Since this was my first meeting and interview
using a new recording device, I was concerned that I would look unprepared and unprofessional
as a neophyte doctoral candidate researcher.
It is a warm October Saturday when I arrive at Matt’s house at about 11 that morning. I
am immediately impressed by the picturesque simplicity of his homestead. His house is a
beautiful country style home with a detached wooden shed that he later tells me doubles as his
personal “Hillbilly” garage, where he does automotive repair for friends and family and makes a
little extra money on the side.
Matt is a handsome, six-foot two-inch, 46-year old man with a close-cut “buzz-cut”
military-style hairstyle. He is Caucasian, and his almost boyish face makes him appear much
younger than his biological age. He is wearing blue jeans, work boots, and a tee shirt with a
Chevrolet emblem on the front. He is very welcoming and gives me a big handshake and an
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unsolicited hug as if we were old friends who had not seen each other in some time. He has an
outgoing personality and loud laughter that one cannot miss. His confidence is overwhelming,
and I immediately picture him as a union organizer; he has an ease and comfort about him that
projects an image of a natural leader.
Matt cannot wait to begin as he looks at my notebook and bag that holds the recording
device. He starts talking, but I stop him so I can run tests on the recorder and discuss the consent
form and obtain his signature. As I am setting up, Matt calls to his wife that I had arrived. She
emerges from the front porch door with a big smile and a welcoming hug, offering me a cup of
coffee. As she heads back into the house, she laughs and says, “Have fun!”
There is something comical about the innocence of her statement that makes me laugh to
myself. I am a stranger to them yet being made to feel as if we had known each other for years.
We are just two guys from the neighborhood about to talk about everything and nothing.
Matt grew up in a working-class family in the same area of Maryland in which he currently lives.
His father worked in the computer field during the early stages of computers in the 1980s. I find
it interesting that he views his father as being a “working class” guy, despite his description that
his father worked as a data processor at a local company, in what I would clearly define as more
of a white-collar occupation.
Matt is the younger of two sons, and his mother was a homemaker. Matt was raised
Catholic and describes himself as a “recovering Catholic.” He laughs slightly, remarking that
religion had been pushed down his throat when he was a kid. “Everyone in the family had to
attend church on Sunday, except my dad. My mom said he worked hard, so he did not have to
go” (Participant #2, personal communication, October 6, 2018).
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However, he is quick to point out that one of the forces that had an impact on who he is
today was religion and his strict father. He recounts that even though his father did not have to
attend church services, if he found out that Matt and his brother had not behaved in church, they
would be punished. “I remember being a kid—eight or nine. You’d probably go to jail for this
now, but if we acted up in church, we would have to kneel on bricks all day that Sunday.”
Nevertheless, the harsh discipline had a profound impact on Matt and how he views behaving at
home. He remembers, “You sat at the dinner table and said your prayers before dinner and stuff
like that” (Participant #2, personal communication, October 6, 2018).
He attended a local vocational high school that was “devoted to trades” and “had no
sports teams.” He primarily focused on automotive courses. “When I was in high school, I
always worked in the automotive trade. When I got out of high school, I went to work for a
Chrysler dealer in Meriden and drove a tow truck at night part-time” (Participant #2, personal
communication, October 6, 2018).
School of Life
Matt received consistent messages at home and school that college education was not a
necessity to “make it” in the world. He notes that he came to understand the vocational model of
education. During the time he was working in garages as part of his high school training, he
knew his bosses would “grade” him and send that information back to his high school teacher.
Listening to Matt as he describes the grading process, it is clear that he has more respect for the
mechanics in the garage who were supervising than for the teacher who sat safely from behind
his desk.
Matt states that he never believed in the value of a college education as an individual but
appreciated that some people who chose a college route would benefit:

94
To this day, I mean, for some people, yeah, I don’t believe in it [college]. Uh, I, I believe
in it for some people. Um, when my son was growing up, I knew he wasn’t college
material, and I guided him to go the same route as I did, and now, he’s 21, and he’s doing
really well in his trade. (Participant #2, personal communication, October 6, 2018)
Matt chooses his words carefully. Had this conversation been occurring between two
friends at the local bar, my sense is his words would have been more direct and less censored. He
is acutely aware of the dynamics before him, the recorder, the notepad, and me, a college
graduate. However, he enjoys talking about his perception of college and that it is not a
requirement for success in life.
He describes his personal experience of seeing his father, his grandfather, himself, and
his son being successful in the world without having obtained a degree. Matt speaks with great
pride that his father learned data processing skills during his time in the Navy and that he learned
the skills through hard work. “He did not have a college education. No degrees or anything. He
was successful in his own right” (Participant #2, personal communication, October 6, 2018).
As our conversation progresses, he talks about the advice his father gave him about the
working world and managing people. “He would always tell me, you don’t want any women
working for you.” I ask Matt what his father meant by this, and he responds that it was because
the women his father would hire would fight and argue in the workplace. He preferred hiring
men because “they just came and did what they were supposed to do” (Participant #2, personal
communication, October 6, 2018).
Matt decided that he would follow in the “working-class” ways of his father, opting to
work as a mechanic and drive a tow-truck. He says that while many of his other friends went off
to the military or entered college, he enjoyed making money working around the garage and in
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the automotive field. He reports feeling great pride in being able to buy his first house at the age
of 21. It was done on his own with no financial help from family. “I liked having my own
money—I worked hard for it” (Participant #2, personal communication, October 6, 2018).
Yet, even working hard for his own money can make one want something with more
financial security and stability. In 1990, he saw an opening in the automotive unit of the U.S.
Postal Service and liked the idea of a steady job, benefits, good pay, and doing what he liked—
working with engines. Although he talks about the comfort and safety of the job, he reports that
as an organization, “they suck.” He continually points out that he wanted to hit “35” years so he
could take his retirement and pension and open his full-time garage.
Matt enjoyed his time working in the profession he loved. In 2007, the U.S. experienced
the worst recession in 20 years. He, along with friends and colleagues, lost their jobs. However,
an opportunity presented itself to move into a managerial position with the Post Office. This
brought about new opportunities for Matt but also significant challenges. He had no formal
business or management training and was now faced with creating budgets and managing an
entire fleet operation. Worse, he had to become the “boss” of his fellow mechanics, many of
whom he regularly socialized with after work, frequently complaining about the organization, the
postal employees, and the management.
Matt says it was challenging to make the transition from co-worker and friend to
supervisor. “I told all my guys that the hardest thing they will ever do is manage people they
worked with.” He felt as if he were a traitor and quickly realized that they no longer welcomed
him in their world. “When I went to the management side, they would tell me that I could not be
in the garage due to union rules” (Participant #2, personal communication, October 6, 2018).
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He then says that it was a tough transition, divorcing himself from his former role and
becoming a supervisor. However, even as he speaks, I feel a sense of loss in his voice as he talks
about the distancing he needed to undertake, and there is an awareness of loss in his voice. After
a momentary pause, his eyes briefly look off into the distance. Leaving behind a group of friends
was a betrayal for him.
I Did it My Way
Matt knew in advance that I was interested in asking about his college experience. He had
made it clear that college was not for his father, himself, or his son and that they had done all
right in life without a formal degree. However, during the interview, he acknowledges that with
the promotion into a management position with the Post Office, he needed to take a few courses
to learn some of the business and management skills he was lacking. “My boss thought some
business courses would help me manage the business aspect. But it [college] was a joke. I knew
more than they did” (Participant #2, personal communication, October 6, 2018).
We talk about some of the value that people find in taking business courses, but he
remains convinced that a college degree would not have helped him out as much as did working
hard and at a young age. “I always hated education. I still hate it to this day, you know. I mean, I
don’t fault anybody for it, like you. You are doing it” (Participant #2, personal communication,
October 6, 2018).
In my bag, I am carrying the recording device, some notebooks, and a book that I had
been reading. When I took things out of the bag, I placed the book on top of the bag. Matt
pointed to the book and said, “I can probably count on one hand the number of books I
remember reading. I mean, I could probably read the whole thing. I would have to read it about
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10 times in order to get a little bit of comprehension, but I could do it” (Participant #2, personal
communication, October 6, 2018).
Ken: The Family Tradition
Family and Religion
Ken is a 42-year-old white male who spent his entire life growing up in a small town in
western Massachusetts. I am excited to meet him after our initial emails and brief telephone call.
I have travelled up to Massachusetts intentionally, as I want to meet and interview my
participants in comfortable local surroundings. I am staying at a local hotel near Ken’s town, and
we had agreed to meet in the coffee shop/lobby of my hotel.
Looking out of the lobby window on this crisp fall morning, I immediately recognize Ken
as he arrives, pulling up in a large Ford pickup truck with a built-in toolbox located behind the
cab. Dressed in jeans, boots, and a blue sweatshirt with a company logo on the front, he looks as
if he were reporting to work rather than to an interview. He is a good-looking guy, around six
feet tall, with brown hair and a short goatee. I wave my hand and he walks to the table.
Shaking hands, we exchange pleasantries, and I notice that I am getting nervous and
starting to sweat. I tell him that I need to set up my recorder and ask if he wants to get some
coffee or the free breakfast buffet first. He gets up and walks to the café, allowing me time to
wipe my brow with the bandana I usually keep with me. He returns a short time later and sits
back down.
I look prepared, at least on the outside. I explain the interview process and express my
appreciation that he has agreed to participate. He signs the consent form for the interview, and
we begin. “Can you tell me about your upbringing?” I ask.
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“All right, I am 42 and have lived in this area my whole life. I am white and FrenchCanadian.” Ken says that his father was a master electrician and that although at one time his
mom had been a medical secretary, over the years she ran the family electrical business doing the
clerical and secretarial work. He reports that his father attended a vocational high school and had
a degree in business from a local community college—“just so he could learn the business end of
running a business” (Participant #4, personal communication, November 10, 2018).
Ken is married. He and his wife have been together for 15 years. They share one
biological child who is 12. Ken tells me that his stepson had recently died from an overdose of
heroin. “It has been tough and my wife is still taking it very hard.” I then ask him whether he is
religious. “Catholic,” he replies, “but not as practicing as I should be. Mom says they would like
to see me there more.” He tells me that he was an altar boy at the local parish he attended, that he
also attended a Catholic high school, and that he had been a Eucharistic minister but “kind of
strayed away from the church” (Participant #4, personal communication, November 10, 2018).
When the conversation comes back around to his father, Ken recounts that his father was
very focused on work and the electrical business he had created. “That is all he would do. Work
10- to 12-hour days, 6 out of 7 days a week.” Ken becomes excited as he talks about the pride he
took in his father’s work ethic, yet I sense a note of frustration and sadness at the same time.
“We were not able to take vacations. We did not see him a lot.” As Ken and I discuss the long
hours and the business his father had created and which Ken now manages, he mentions that he
was not able to discuss the issue of his father’s absence. “We weren’t allowed to complain. That
was just what dad was doing” (Participant #4, personal communication, November 10, 2018).
Hard work was what the men in Ken’s family did. He speaks with great pride about the
whole family working hard, yet still finding time to work as volunteer firefighters, as Ken
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himself does. “I was a fourth-generation firefighter in my town. My great-grandfather,
grandfather, father, and me. My father was a lieutenant.” He explains further the call-to-service
attitude of his family. “It’s a thing in our town. If you can help out, you do that for your town.
That’s something you do.” All this was expected within his family of origin (Participant #4,
personal communication, November 10, 2018).
The Working World
Ken has worked as an electrician for over 20 years. He learned his skills from his father
and then later in the electrical union, working his way up from apprentice to master electrician.
He became a partner in the family electrical business a few years ago after his father could not
manage those long working days. He speaks about not understanding the work ethic of some of
the men that work for him, their unwillingness to work overtime and make more money. “We are
so busy in our company right now and they can have as much overtime as they want.” However,
it takes drive according to Ken, and he does not believe they have the same level of drive as his
father (Participant #4, personal communication, November 10, 2018).
What is the Value of Education?
He recalls family expectations of attending college after graduating from Catholic high
school and that most of his friends went on to college. A few entered the military and a few the
trades, but the majority were expected to attend Catholic colleges, like Holy Cross, Assumption
College, Providence College, Boston College, Notre Dame, or the University of Scranton. Ken
does not mention the name of the school he himself attended but says he only did the first year
before dropping out to join the family business. There was no identifiable event or moment that
Ken recalled that influenced his decision. “I was afraid the direction of the college experience
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was gonna push me to be behind a desk. That is not what I wanted. I wanted to be working with
my hands” (Participant #4, personal communication, November 10, 2018).
As we discuss concepts around the business that he could have learned in school, Ken is
clear that the best business training was learning on the job. “I don’t think there is any better
business training than being thrown into the fire and just getting it done.” He acknowledges that
as he rose up through the electrical trades, he was required to attend some education courses
offered through the vocational program at an area community college. He enjoyed these “night
courses” because they were within his field and required to become a master electrician:
This college education is not for everyone. I feel like society makes everybody feel that
you have to go to college and get a college education, or you’re not gonna be somebody.
I tell my apprentice electricians that there is going to be a shortage of electricians, and
pay is going to go up. I tell them that they are going to make a six-figure salary, and that
is something to be excited about. (Participant #4, personal communication, November 10,
2018)
Ken speaks rapidly, and I feel the excitement when he speaks about the money, which
allowed him to afford some “toys”—season tickets to the New England Patriots, hunting
equipment, and an expensive compound hunting bow. He says that he is a Republican and
Trump supporter and likes what the president is doing for the economy and the middle class. He
believes that the working class is being supported and that the Trump administration is
supporting economic growth. “The economy is doing well and whether or not people like it, it is
attributed to the administration right now” (Participant #4, personal communication, November
10, 2018).
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Joe: Old School with a Modern Twist
Family and Religion
Joe is a 46-year-old married white male of Italian descent. He works as a professional
college sports umpire for Division I and II institutions. He wanted to do the interview near his
work, so we are meeting in a private room at the local community college library. When Joe and
I spoke on the phone in arranging for the interview, he was very intense and spoke loudly and
rapidly. I had a preconceived image of what he might be like. I imagined this very big and very
Italian guy that was a larger-than-life character.
We had agreed to meet in the parking lot at the college, and Joe arrives in a bright red
Corvette. As he steps from the vehicle, his shaved head and dark sunglasses are the first things I
notice. He is tall, has rugged good looks, and certainly looks very much like an athlete. He is an
imposing and slightly intimidating man. We shake hands, and he responds, “Yeah, let’s do this.”
As we are walking into the building, the conversation is anything but quiet. Instead, Joe is
talking loudly about the Mets and Philadelphia Eagles. I nod in agreement and make the positive
sounds of affirmation. I am not very knowledgeable about sporting events and teams, but I want
to show a respectful interest since we are just getting acquainted.
As Joe and I find a comfortable room in the library, he immediately asks me how I would
like to start. He removes his jacket and a pack of Marlboro Red cigarettes, which he places on
the table next to his car keys. For a moment, it is as if I were about to conduct a criminal
investigation with a suspect.
I ask him to tell me a bit about his family of origin. “Okay, I’m born in Brooklyn, New
York, raised by an Italian father and a Puerto Rican mother. Both are Roman-Catholic, and they
are still married. I grew up middle-middle class.” When I ask him to explain what “middle-
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middle class” is, he laughs and says that they went without but never had extra. His father
worked as a piano tuner for the New York City Department of Education and was responsible for
making sure all the pianos were properly tuned and functioning. He also had a private music
tuning business on the side (Participant #5, personal communication, November 19, 2018).
Joe mentions that his father was a bodybuilder and traveled to many competitions. His
father was authoritarian in his discipline, and if he or his four siblings were bad, he knew what
was going to happen at night when his father came home. “I was raised where you treat people
with respect. You respect elders, and you don’t talk back. You show respect for women. I was
raised right” (Participant #5, personal communication, November 19, 2018).
Next, I ask what his father looked like. “He was a big guy, bald, and they called him Mr.
Clean. He was huge!” Joe notes that his friends did not like coming over because his father was
so intimidating. Sitting there in the interview listening as Joe describes his father I feel as if he is
describing himself. Joe says that the Italian side of his family was “crazy,” as “holidays were just
war and there were usually more fights and arguments than opened presents and celebrations.”
When I ask about his mom and her family, he says it was no “West-Side Story—the Italians and
Puerto Ricans hated each other” (Participant #5, personal communication, November 19, 2018).
Joe talks about the respect he had for his hard-working father. His mom did not work—
her job was taking care of the kids. When the kids had grown and moved out, he says his mom
became bored and went to work as a secretary just to keep herself busy during the day.
As we talk, I ask when he moved to New Jersey. “The usual way people escape
Brooklyn. We moved to Staten Island and escaped into Jersey.” He laughs as if that were a
typical response one would give if asked. Joe is clear that he inherited a lot of the values he holds
to this day as originating from his family of origin. “I do what I have to do for my family. And
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like I told my wife after 9/11, I said, we are a team now. We gotta do this together. I’m not one
to quit” (Participant #5, personal communication, November 19, 2018).
Show Me the Money
Joe says that he never thought about college that much. After high school, he had an
opportunity to learn how to “work the floor” as a junior trader at the New York Stock Exchange.
“I was a margin clerk, a runner until 2001, um, 9/11.” He says that during those times, you
worked early and worked hard, and you could make a lot of money. “That period was when I
decided to get married. I was making more money than my college-educated friends, and it was a
good time” (Participant #5, personal communication, November 19, 2018).
As he speaks, it becomes apparent that something in the conversation has triggered an
emotional reaction. I watch as his confident, cocky, tough-guy persona slowly begins to give
way. “We have been married 25 years, but we had it tough in 2001—during 9/11. That day, she
was at 7 World Trade and I was across the street at 1 Wall Financial, just across from the towers”
(Participant #5, personal communication, November 19, 2018).
I know enough not to force a shift in the conversation, but rather, just allow it to occur
naturally. Joe tears up, and I am looking into the eyes of another human being and know that
there is something painful that they have kept from the world. “We saw everything happen that
day,” he says. “People ask me what I remember the most? The shoes, the street was filled with
shoes that people took off to run.” As I watch his eyes and listen to his story, I see the route he
was running that day in my mind. He said, “We just started running uptown and the last thing I
remember is crossing the Brooklyn Bridge out of Manhattan with my wife and daughter”
(Participant #5, personal communication, November 19, 2018).
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Yet even as he relives some of the events of that day, I am acutely aware that he is not
safely across the Brooklyn Bridge in his mind. “We met up after the first plane hit and made our
way to get our daughter, who was at daycare at 1 Liberty Plaza. We saw people jumping and
hitting the ground. Then we saw the second plane coming in” (Participant #5, personal
communication, November 19, 2018).
Joe says he does not talk about that day, in particular the more graphic memories, but he
says that one thing he remembered is being in bed with his wife, both without jobs and having
survived and looking at her and saying, “What are we gonna do now? Having a child and bills
and no work” (Participant #5, personal communication, November 19, 2018).
He goes on to say, “We got two choices. Either we fold up or we pick ourselves up and
keep going.” Joe enrolled in bartending school a few days later. Joe said that bartending school
was not difficult and, since he always was a “people person,” he figured he would have no
difficulty getting a job mixing drinks and talking about life, sports, politics, and family. He
recounts that the change was fairly easy but, because bars in New York City close at 4 a.m. and
after cleaning up and closing, he would not get back home until 6 or 7 in the morning:
My wife was having none of that anymore. She had become a secretary at a company and
was making decent money, so my cousin suggested that I try umpire school. I was a big
sports guy but never umpired. But my cousin got me in with a guy, and the next thing you
know, I am umpiring college softball. (Participant #5, personal communication,
November 19, 2018)
Joe says that even though he had only a standard knowledge of the games, he was able to
handle various other collegiate events as well. Soon, being an umpire became a full-time
occupation for him.
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Education
Joe recalls the most important message his father gave him about education was getting
through high school and having a diploma. “Not a GED or New York State equivalence. A high
school diploma meant more.” Joe recalls with pride the value of a high school diploma, coupled
with good work experience, as being essential to having a good life in the area that he was raised.
I ask about the military.
He says, “I looked into the Navy, actually went through the whole process, but I never
wanted to leave the city.” He laughs. “My brother went to college all 4 years—got a degree in
marketing. He works as a landscaper in Florida.” We talk about people who went to college and
ended up doing other things in life. He says, “Yes, but the money he wasted. Only one of us that
gets a degree and ends up as a landscaper—I mean, I don’t knock him, but a landscaper?”
(Participant #5, personal communication, November 19, 2018).
As we talk, I want to know more about his time working as a stockbroker. I always
imagined that you needed a degree and formal business training. Joe tells me that most of the
margin clerks he worked with were just like him, a high school diploma only, but hard workers.
“This guy was training me, and one day, he went on vacation, and the boss saw that I could do
the work of two—never saw the guy again after that” (Participant #5, personal communication,
November 19, 2018).
Joe told me that eventually his boss left for a new company and took Joe with him. He
says, “He would train us and give us classes in his office all day, and after work. I learned how to
watch the brokers and see how buying on margin works” (Participant #5, personal
communication, November 19, 2018).
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“Margin?” I ask. He replies, “Yes, the brokers are buying for their clients—half cash and
a half on margin. If I approved a large margin buy and the buyer does not pay us, we sell the
stock to cover the loss.” Eventually, Joe needed to learn more about the business and accounting
aspects and the company paid for him to take business classes at the local community college
near his office. He says,
But I was making 100 grand without a degree when only lawyers and good brokers were
making that money, so why spend valuable time in class? I was learning all I needed at
work. I did the school thing for like 6 months.
Joe says that he realized he did not need a degree to be successful. He just needed to
work hard. “But like I said, nobody saw 9/11 coming, and the markets crashed, and my job
ended. You don’t look back. You just keep going” (Participant #5, personal communication,
November 19, 2018).
Summary
The narrative analysis of these three men highlights unique yet similar themes of family,
religion, masculinity, education, and work. Each man had attempted some post-secondary
education level, only to leave it behind and immerse themselves in creating a work identity that
brought on individual success. The negative impact education had on these men was profound,
resulting in complete disdain for higher education. Working-class values and beliefs became
solidified over the years, resulting in fierce loyalty to a working-class identity and ideology.
Chapter 6 will explore and examine the themes and experiences shared by all 10 men on
the research sample in more depth and detail. This chapter will examine the powerful messaging
from family of origin and society to geographic loyalty, devaluing education, and racism,
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prejudice, and sexism resulting from remaining trapped within the white, working-class male
environment.
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Chapter 6: Paradigmatic Analysis of 10 Narratives
Our fathers provide our first model of manhood, and that model survives embedded deep in our
minds and our souls. – Donald Bell
This study did not merely examine the lives of 10 men and the choices they have made or
not made in life. Instead, it was about the powerful messages they have heard and internalized
during their long journey as white, working-class men in contemporary American society. They
have been raised, trained, and indoctrinated in a male-centered, male-dominated, and maleidentified patriarchy with concrete messages about gender roles, sex roles, education, and what it
means to be masculine in working-class, white America. Järvinen (2008) stated,
The life events of our past are not demarcated units hoarded up in a container of
experience, without being able to be altered. The initiative in narrated history does not
belong to the past but to the questions asked about it, and these questions are always
posed from a specific perspective, the perspective of the present. (p. 322)
These are the stories of 10 white, working-class men raised in 21st century American
society, one that tells them what is expected of them, with any deviation from the established
norm met with harsh criticism and rejection. Life becomes a story in which “winning” is based
on what one has and what one has worked hard to obtain. The working-class culture is designed
to give men a false sense of safety, security, and success, often requiring them to surrender a
sizable piece of their true identity in relentless pursuit of a win. In the end, more is lost than is
gained. Although the men in the cohort sample do not cover the entire United States, with
regions including New England, Mid-Atlantic, South, Midwest, and Great Plains, they do not
know each other and come from very different families of origin. Accordingly, this analysis will
identify and uncover salient and common themes, threads, and messages shared among them.
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The narrative analysis of three case studies discussed in Chapter 5 as well as a
paradigmatic analysis of all 10 personal stories in this chapter represent a two-tiered analysis,
culminating in the major themes which emerged from the interviews of all 10 men. Each
participant heard the same messages growing up, which influenced their work, family, and
educational aspirations, and attitudes. This chapter will show how these messages impacted their
sporadic and uncertain forays into higher education, which were largely unsuccessful in
comparison to the safety and comfort of their working-class origins. Yet despite these
difficulties, this chapter will also show how and why a working-class identity has meaning and
prestige within the confines of their working-class culture.
Chapter 5 presented three case studies that gave an in-depth view of the life stories of
three men and how their families of origin, masculine stereotypes, and working-class ethos all
play a pivotal role in the development of their identities. As a result of this analysis and close
examination of the three case studies, further insights are revealed as to who these men are and
how they have come to make meaning of their experiences in life. In each interview, participants
shared five salient themes: (a) family of origin, (b) religious and political views, (c) hard work,
(d) higher educational attitudes, and (c) attitudes on privilege.
The Power of Messages
Family of Origin
Listening to the compelling narratives of the early family lives of the men in the cohort
was fascinating. While these men did not know each other, listening to their stories about
growing up would have convinced any reader that they were all from the same community and
neighborhood—almost as if they grew up in the same family. Everyone showed great allegiance
to the family, especially to their father. Thus, this is where the story of the men in the sample
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begins—learning how to be a man while still a boy. Osherson (1986) stated, “Mark Twain once
observed that at the age of 12, a boy starts imitating a man, and he just goes on doing that for the
rest of his life” (p. ix). Moreover, one learns how to be a man through powerful observations and
interactions with their father around masculinity, work, intimacy, and relationships (Bell, 1982;
Bergman, 1995; Osherson, 1986).
Each participant spoke of learning at a young age how to be a man from their father; as
Pittman (1993) stated, “Masculinity is supposed to be passed on from father to son” (p. xv).
Growing up on a farm in the Midwest, Mike’s earliest memories of his father were that he
expected him to be part of the working family. He watched the challenging work and long hours
his father spent while operating the family farm. Mike recalled the powerful images and lessons
on how to be a man by watching and participating in the hard work his father did on the farm.
For Mike, hard work became a defining quality of what made a man masculine—not in theory,
but rather in the hard, daily reality of life. However, in Mike’s narrative of his life story,
masculinity, as demonstrated by his fierce work ethic, became a problem in his personal life,
which is an issue that will be discussed later.
Like most men in this study, Allen (Participant #1) recalled not seeing much of his father
when he was young. In Allen’s case, this was because his father traveled much of the time for
work in the sales industry: “That is what he had to provide for us, so I learned that it was just part
of what a man did” (Participant #1, personal communication, July 17, 2018).
According to Bell (1982), the working-class identity is informed by the powerful
messaging of the father, and part of that indoctrination is connected to the firm understanding
that work and working identity are central in men’s lives. Moreover, success as a male is
measured not only by degrees of masculinity, but also by the amount of money one makes
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(Gould, 1985). Alternatively, Keen (1991) stated, “Boys receive instruction early that they are
what they do” (p. 52). These powerful messages connect the language of worth, masculinity, and
maleness that continuously bombard young boys in working-class families as they try to figure
out who they are and how they fit into the family and society.
Karl (Participant #7) grew up in Eastern Pennsylvania with a family-run food business
that employed all of their family members. He stated, “Everything was cash business, and he
kept it all in a brown paper bag that he would bring home at the end of every day” (Participant
#7, personal communication, January 10, 2019).
Ken (Participant #4) is an electrician, just like his father and recently became a partner in
the family business to take some of the workload off his aging father. He is also a fourthgeneration volunteer firefighter in the same community the men in his family have lived in for
decades
Like the other participants, Gregory (Participant #6) learned at a young age that the way a
father showed his love was not by words, but rather by his ability to get up early and “do what he
needed to do” in order to make money and provide for the family. Raised in a working-class
enclave in Hudson County, New Jersey, Gregory’s father was a truck driver for various
companies. Gregory learned early in life not to expect shows of affection from his father—as in
so many of these families, love was shown by putting food on the table. Gregory now runs his
own industrial maintenance company. He did not recall “any hugs or stuff like that—but we had
food, a house, and clothes” (Participant #6, personal communication, December 2, 2018).
A self-described “country boy,” Sam did not attend college and was not encouraged to do
so by his father, who also did not go to college. He realized early on that the men in his town
went to work in the coal mines, made a lot of money, and died at 50. He knew that he did not
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want to work the mines and could make money by going to barber school and live in the same
community he grew up in, all the while pursuing his hobby of racing cars locally and “chasing
the girls on the weekends” (Participant #10, personal communication, March 12, 2019).
Although Sam was the only member of the sample whose family experienced divorce
when he was a child, his father remained a powerful force in his life. He emphasized living with
his father after the divorce:
I don’t really remember them being married at all. My dad and I lived in a little apartment
behind the bar and the barbershop. He did not cook, so I taught myself and fed him.
Mostly we just got takeout. But he taught me about work and how to socialize. I was fat
as a kid, so I learned how to be funny and make conversation since I hung around the bar
and the barbershop shining shoes for a few bucks. He was great. (Participant #10,
personal communication, March 12, 2019)
Yet despite the positive comments made about his father, Sam hardly talked about his
mother at all.
Matt was a self-taught mechanic who eventually became a supervisor of other mechanics
for the U. S. Postal Service. Although his father worked in data processing, a profession
generally considered white collar, Matt’s family was very much working class. Matt has two
children, both of whom have grown and moved out of the house. His eldest son works as an
HVAC apprentice, and he compliments him regularly about his work ethic and his skills as an
apprentice. His daughter is also grown and lives in the same town. She is a hairdresser, and he
said it is great to see her earning money and making it on her own. However, he stated that he
had to keep warning his children about pregnancy when they were in high school. I asked why he
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felt this constant messaging was important to him. He said, “If you have a kid when you are a
kid, you ruin lives for everybody!” (Participant #2, personal communication, October 6, 2018).
Joe (Participant #5) grew up in a home where his father fixed pianos in a union job with
the New York City Department of Education; he also owned a small music repair shop in
Brooklyn. “My dad wanted to be a professional bodybuilder,” said Joe, “but that did not pay the
bills” (Participant #5, personal communication, November 19, 2018).
Joe’s daughter is also grown, but she continues to live with him and his wife in their twobedroom apartment. She attempted a few years in college, but Joe readily admitted that she was
not really “college material.” She is an aspiring amateur bodybuilder, and Joe delights in being
her trainer. He spends many nights a week with her in the gym, and it is a family traveling affair
when they hit the road for amateur competitions. According to Joe, she recently moved away
from the rigors of bodybuilding into more of the fitness model; that’s “where she can make more
money with endorsements” (Participant #5, personal communication, November 19, 2018).
Sam has two adult daughters, one of whom graduated from a state university, while the
youngest daughter has followed him into the family racing business as a crew member and
performance driver. Sam stated, “I just love the fact that she followed me into this business; not
many women out there doing this” (Participant #10, personal communication, March 12, 2019).
James (Participant #8) runs a scrap metal business, works for the county full-time, and
has two adult daughters. James stated, “One went to college and eventually law school, but she
ended up deciding to get married and have a baby.” In comparison, his youngest daughter
decided that college is not “right for her” at this particular moment (Participant #8, personal
communication, February 15, 2019).
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As the men recalled memories about their fathers, it became evident that much of the
connection they had was through messages about what being a man involved. However,
meaningful conversation or connections rarely came up in their recollections. It was as if the
common language they all shared was silence between father and son. This silence would
become a language that would both connect and, in some cases, alienate each other for the rest of
their lives. While their fathers taught the essential life lessons, the sons never learned intimacy
from their most influential mentor, which left them emotionally undeveloped.
It is ironic that the most important figure—who is to serve as mentor, teacher, and master
on how to be a man—is often absent literally and figuratively during much of those crucial early
years. Pittman (1993) stated, “Whether we know him or not, we can’t escape him…we’ll just
grow into him without really trying” (p. 105). In addition, Bell (1982) highlighted the importance
of the father and son relationship: “Our fathers provide our first model of manhood, and that
model survives, embedded deep in our minds and our souls” (p. 7). However, the model of
manhood taught may have been deeply flawed from the start, resulting in potentially devastating
long-term implications for the white working-class male.
Religious and Political Views
The conversations around religious and political views presented consistent themes
throughout the majority of the narratives. Matt, Ken, Joe, Gregory, Peter, and Karl all grew up in
Catholic homes and specifically identified as Roman Catholic. James and Allen would best
describe their religious education as “Christian” and “Congregational.” Mike was raised
Protestant, while Sam was raised Baptist, “the kind of Baptist they make fun of—fire, hell,
damnation, all the good stuff” (Participant #10, personal communication, March 12, 2019).
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For Peter (Participant #9), his dad worked as a plumber for a local plumbing company
and noted that he and his family were allowed to live in a home owned by the company boss, but
he took the money out of his wages. He stated, “My dad worked hard—never really saw him
much. When he was home, he was drunk much of the time. If it was not for churches, we would
not have had clothes or a lot of food” (Participant #9, personal communication, February 26,
2019).
Those who were raised in a Catholic home emphasized gender roles, respect, reverence
for family, and an expectation to attend church and participate in religious education. Matt
reported that his experience with the church at a young age soured him later in his adult life
toward organized religion. He recalled how the church was mandatory; if he misbehaved, his
father would punish him by making him “kneel on the bricks.” However, he then stated, “It
probably had a lot to do with who I am today, maybe” (Participant #2, personal communication,
October 6, 2018).
Joe also recalled the importance of attending church growing up in an Italian-American
family in Brooklyn: “The thing that made church doable was knowing it was a big family dinner
that night. Had to get through church first” (Participant #5, personal communication, November
19, 2018).
For both Matt and Joe, the double standard that forced everyone to go to church—except
Dad—turned them away from the church later in life. Matt spoke about the hypocrisy that he saw
in his father when it came to church. He told the story of being out with his father all night at a
bachelor party, drinking, and going to strip clubs until 2:30 in the morning:
Next thing I know, it is 7 in the morning, and he is yelling at me to get dressed for
church. I watch as he helped the priest administer the Eucharist, and 6 hours earlier, he is
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handing dancers dollar bills. Body of Christ and all that—hypocrite. (Participant #2,
personal communication, October 6, 2018)
Sam joked about growing up in a town where everyone he knew was Baptist, stating,
“All fire and brimstone, yet Baptists can’t read. Jesus turned the water into wine, but we are not
allowed to drink. But every day, I saw the same men from church at the bar.” While Sam said
that there is religion in his life today, his faith is more about the structure that religion brings to
his family. “We go to church a few times every few months. Not every Sunday, but enough. It is
good to believe in something” (Participant #10, personal communication, March 12, 2019).
James was raised Lutheran and still attends services with his family:
I liked feeling connected to it, with the community. We would have Sunday group
dinners, did a lot of volunteer work. I liked the pastor; he was a friend of mine, and I
would tell him to keep the sermon short if I was going fishing. (Participant #8, personal
communication, February 15, 2019)
Peter was raised Catholic and went through all of the early rites of passage and was
appreciative that church clothing donations helped provide clothes for his poor family. However,
he became disillusioned later on and never went back after his confirmation. He stated, “I will go
for a wedding or a funeral, but usually I just have other things going on that take a priority”
(Participant #9, personal communication, February 26, 2019).
Hard Work
The most prevalent theme shared by all participants was that of hard work. It was a
standard message shared by each man and one that was communicated by all of their fathers.
There is no shortage of literature that has discussed the psychological, sociological, and
economic reasons that masculinity and maleness are directly linked to the benefits of hard work
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as part of the foundation of being a good working-class white male (e.g., Bell, 1982; Pittman,
1993; Pollack, 1998; Reskin & Ross, 1992; Thompson & Pleck, 1995). One participant, Mike,
worked hard in building his businesses. He started with one local fast-food franchise and quickly
expanded to three locations within a decade. He took much pride in owning his first franchise at
25 and paying off the loan paid within 3 years. Because his food business was located in a small
college town, he became very successful due to the collegiate crowd’s appetite.
Nevertheless, during the last few years, he found it challenging to get workers to keep up
with the demands and often found himself working all aspects of the restaurant. Mike stated,
“Money was there to be made by workers, but I could not find people that wanted to work”
(Participant #3, personal communication, October 21, 2018).
Similarly, Sam struggled to understand why he could not find motivated employees who
wanted to make decent money, with endless overtime:
Maybe just a different group of kids compared to when I was growing up. Even when I
started this business, I wanted to succeed, and it was because of all the hard work that I
was able to become a successful businessman with no formal business training.
(Participant #10, personal communication, March 12, 2019)
Peter works in the construction industry and has worked his way up to project
superintendent. “I consider myself a survivor, not a success,” he said, before continuing:
I had to learn how to do every trade well without formal training. I make a lot of money
now, but it took decades to learn how to do it better than the guys coming out of
engineering programs with a degree. (Participant #9, personal communication, February
26, 2019)
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James learned the value of hard work at a very young age growing up on a farm in rural
Oklahoma. In addition to working the family farm, he ran an RV business—“the kind of place
you pull a camper into at night or for a few days when you were making your way across
Oklahoma” Participant #8, personal communication, February 15, 2019). He also said that even
though the farming and the camper business made it look like they were middle class, he felt
they were lower-middle class due to money always being an issue.
Gregory started his own appliance installation company a few years ago and had to
compete with the major retailers such as Best Buy, Sears, and Walmart, which required him to be
at work very early in the morning and stay until late in the evening. He stated, “If my business
failed, it would be because I did not work hard enough. There were no sick days or vacations”
(Participant #6, personal communication, December 2, 2018).
Just as silence becomes the language of intimacy and relational connection between men,
so too does hard work and recurring messages that the responsibility is on the individual to be a
man. They hold themselves to the idea that success and hard work equate to masculinity. Not
working hard relegates them to a more submissive position occupied by women, and in line with
traditional psychoanalytical theory, they are a “not-male” (J. B. Miller, 1976, p. 71). Within the
ideology of the working-class structure, they become second class.
Higher Educational Attitudes
Most participants engaged in some form of higher education, either right out of high
school or more commonly as part of their jobs. Ken and James took the traditional route, going
off to college right after graduating from high school, although neither stayed long enough to
earn a degree. James attended a local community college where he felt “that it was just like high
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school. Just a bunch of immature boys and girls trying to figure out life” (Participant #8, personal
communication, February 15, 2019).
Others attended college for short periods as adults because their work seemed to require
formal management or business training. Mike felt a sense of embarrassment being a successful
business owner in a college town without a college degree. He decided he would attend business
courses at the local state college. There, he quickly became disillusioned with college education,
finding that he “knew more than the young instructors” about running an actual business:
I mean, here I was reading about all the things I am supposed to do in business, yet every
day I am balancing books, trying to meet payroll, ordering supplies based on product use,
managing the human resources of my staff, and everything else we had to do in our
make-believe class—it was a joke. (Participant #3, personal communication, October 21,
2018)
Matt’s response echoed that of Mike’s, who needed to return to college after the
downward economic turn in 2007. By moving into a management position, the Post Office felt
that he should have a management degree, like all the other managers at his level possessed. Like
Mike, he felt that the whole educational experience was challenging for him:
For one thing, I was the oldest person in the class. These were all kids, living on campus
and not having to worry about family responsibilities. The other thing was that some of
the faculty I had were women. I could relate some to the men, but not the female
professor. Always felt as if they were judging me. (Participant #2, personal
communication, October 6, 2018)
What is interesting about these experiences is the devaluing of education for its own sake
and more about the constant need to support their families and earn money. They were living life
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while trying to do college, compared to the younger classmates who were attending college as a
part of life; there is a drastic and distinct difference in how the two are connected.
While all men in the sample attempted college at some point, none completed a
baccalaureate degree. Six participants took courses at a local community college at some point
during their early and middle adult lives, yet none felt that they were really going to “college.”
As James pointed out, there was no challenge getting accepted—“Everyone gets into community
college” (Participant #8, personal communication, February 15, 2019).
Many men in the sample downplayed the need to have a college degree. Peter, who
started out as an apprentice carpenter, had spent decades learning the many trades involved in
construction. Eventually, his ability to read blueprints and manage large-scale construction
projects allowed him to become a construction superintendent on significant projects: “I was told
in high school that I needed a college degree to make it; I did better than most of my friends that
went to college.” Furthermore, he felt that his real success in education was taking a professional
builder’s license course offered through the Continuing Education Division at Northeastern
University. Peter stated,
They were like college classes, held on campus at night. We had tests and got a grade, but
I was taking them with other construction guys, and we all needed it for our construction
supervisor license, and it was going to make me more money rather than just a regular
degree. (Participant #9, personal communication, February 26, 2019)
While one can argue the benefits that a liberal arts education provides, almost all men
mentioned that the lack of a formal education did not prevent them from finding meaning or
success in their professional as well as their personal, family, and emotional lives. The devaluing
of the educational system and the lack of real experience by the faculty were often highlighted as
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reasons for viewing higher education negatively. Moreover, these negative messages once again
bring out the issues of classism that reinforce the fact that he does not belong on campus among
the elite.
Attitudes on Privilege
Recent events in the national narrative have focused specifically on white privilege, and
fully understanding the men in the sample requires an examination of their take on the concept.
Each cohort member indicated that they knew what privilege was, and all were certain that they
did not possess it. In their words, privilege was something one had or was born into, which,
while being technically correct, was associated with getting things given to them without having
to work or work hard for opportunities in life, like they had all done. Sam stated, “I worked hard
for everything I have. No privilege helped me get what I have. Maybe because my skin is white
is why I did not get privilege to get things free” (Participant #10, personal communication,
March 12, 2019).
Joe felt that privilege applies only to people who came from money and went to private
schools, which afforded them more opportunities in life. Ken felt that privilege “meant you did
not have to work” (Participant #4, personal communication, November 10, 2018). Peter added,
“Money is what gives you privilege, and I had none of that. It pisses me off because I’ve
struggled for everything I’ve had” (Participant #9, personal communication, February 26, 2019).
Matt, however, connected privilege to race: “Being non-white gets you more privileges, so you
don’t have to work” (Participant #2, personal communication, October 6, 2018).
Interestingly, the men have created their own meaning around what privilege is,
particularly around the term “white privilege.” Rothenberg (2005) discussed the implications of
failing to recognize the reality of white privilege, noting that through education, we learn to see
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the world “in new ways” (p. 1). A belief that white male privilege actually exists perpetuates the
myth that privilege is a tangible thing that benefits those who did not have to work hard for
success. These men believe that because they did not inherit money or property—generally
through family—and because they have earned everything, they have through their own hard
work ethic and determination, they do not have white privilege. Failing to recognize white male
privilege because it is uncomfortable only continues to keep them isolated in the white workingclass ideology that creates an “us” versus “them” world in all facets of life.
Overall, this was not an easy conversation to have, as it is questionable why the men in
the sample would risk exposure and vulnerability to peel back the many layers that have
provided protection and comfort for them as white men for so many years. Furthermore, white
privilege may be difficult for these white working-class men to understand or see with clarity, as
A. Johnson (2001) pointed out:
Working-class white men may be annoyed by the idea that his whiteness and maleness
somehow give him access to privilege. As a member of the working-class, he may feel so
insecure, pushed around, looked down on, and exploited that the last thing that he feels is
privileged. (p. 52)
The author’s observation is a thread that was woven throughout the interviews regarding
the issue of privilege, white privilege, and white male privilege (A. Johnson, 2001). There was a
sense of anger and disdain in their voices when asked about these topics, which produced a
visceral and observable reaction in each man. It was as if asking about their understanding of
white male privilege was somehow criticizing their maleness, something which had been
comfortably discussed up to that point. As A. Johnson (2001) suggested,
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when a white working-class male denies the existence of privilege, he is setting up
barriers that make it harder for him to attain the benefits associated with being white and
male. If he cannot earn a good living, for example, he may have a hard time feeling like a
‘real man’ bonded to other men in their superiority to women. (p. 53)
The Comfort and Pitfalls of a Working-Class Identity
Many topics, messages, and themes were similar across each interview, all of which were
characteristic of the way of life common to the working class—structural, philosophical,
familial, and societal. Each man had aspirations that were characteristic of the working class:
holding down a job that provided enough money to enjoy life, with friends and family close by.
All participants took immense pride in having succeeded independently without assistance or
“handouts” from others. They all expressed enjoyment about having chosen both their careers
and their status of being part of the working class—a badge of honor worn with noble pride that
tells others they have rejected the value and values of higher education and have made it despite
society telling them they would not. This section examines in more detail connections to themes
highlighted previously and illustrates why the men in the cohort sample cannot see the
“problem” per se, as they are within the safety of an identity that rejects higher education for
working-class white men because belonging to the working class brings an identity inherently
built in.
Their role models were primarily their fathers and whom they measured their success
against. All participants reported having experienced hardships and struggles, both while
growing up and while raising their own families—a narrative of pride, honor, and self-worth that
wove their stories together and bonded them through shared experiences with other workingclass men. They had grown up listening to the stories of hardship, sacrifice, and survival that
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generations of their families before them had endured. Like any great history lesson, these are
the stories of individuals who overcame great barriers to beat the odds—e.g., stories of a
grandfather or great uncle who overcame great adversity and thrived in difficult times. Their
success and obligation to always persevere is connected back in honor or memory of the sacrifice
made by that family hero.
All but one man still lives in the same general area where they were born and grew up.
Each discussed a degree of geographic comfort and working-class regional pride, finding
comfort and passion in talking about their local professional sports teams—the New England
Patriots for Ken and James, the Philadelphia Eagles for Joe, the Pittsburgh Steelers for Karl, and
the New York Jets for Gregory. Sports, sports teams, and the general bonding and camaraderie
they associated with these teams and events were passionate. When each spoke about the
successes or failures (always temporary—wait until next season!) of their local iconic teams,
there was excitement and enthusiasm on their faces.
Class identity and status gives white working-class men a sense of purpose and control
that otherwise does not exist outside the safety and comfort of the white working class—a bubble
that serves as a barrier that protects and reinforces firmly held beliefs of hegemonic masculinity
and patriarchal superiority. This allows what some would call cognitive distortions to be passed
down to the children (Miller & Chamberlin, 2000), thus ensuring the continuation of the value
system and making it nearly impossible to move beyond the comfort, safety, and protection of
the working class.
Devaluing Education
A constant theme was the devaluing of education and the educational experience. As was
noted in Chapters 4 and 5, all men in the sample expressed that a college degree or the college
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experience was not needed in order to become successful. Matt made it very clear that his move
from the transportation unit to management of that unit proved to be very difficult, changing his
relationship with his former colleagues and friends. He suddenly found that becoming their
supervisor changed everything. While his employer primarily influenced his decision to pursue
higher education, he found nothing in common with the other students: “I already had two
children and other responsibilities that come with life. I could not think about going to parties or
just hanging around campus after class” (Participant #2, personal communication, October 6,
2018).
Mike was adamant that he knew more about “running a successful business and
managing employees” (Participant #3, personal communication, October 21, 2018) than any of
his business or management faculty, who taught the few courses he did attend. Sam pointed out
that the “only people driving nice cars in my town were those that worked in the mines.” When I
asked him about when he thought about becoming a teacher, he replied with a deep laugh. “For
about 30 seconds, until my friend, who became a teacher showed me his first paycheck,” Sam
stated. “I was like, damn, what the college should do when applying to become a teacher—show
them what the check will actually look like. That will send them into the mines!” (Participant
#10, personal communication, March 12, 2019).
Geographic Loyalty
Nine of the ten members in the sample live and work within 100 miles of where they
were born and raised. Mike’s story shows the challenge of moving outside one’s geographic
comfort zone. He recently moved to Tennessee from his home state of North Dakota due to the
work relocation of his spouse. There seemed to be resentment in his voice when he talked about
how difficult it was to sell the business in which he had built from the ground up and leave his
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extended family and friends. “I love everything about North Dakota, like boating, hunting, and
fishing. I can do all those same things here, but it is hotter, and I do not like it” (Participant #3,
personal communication, October 21, 2018).
Peter continued to live in the next town over from where he was raised. “This is where
my friends are. I have nobody left in the family now except my kids” (Participant #9, personal
communication, February 26, 2019). James moved an hour south of where he was born and
raised and felt that the area represents his beliefs and values. “They are good people doing good
honest work each day.” Sam never thought about moving from his community. “This is where I
live, work, and have raised my family—this is home” (Participant #10, personal communication,
March 12, 2019).
Like the pride associated with living in or near the same region they grew up in, all men
in the sample were fiercely loyal to their local professional sports teams. In some cases, there
was loyalty to the local college sporting teams, even though they never attended that institution.
James was a huge University of Oklahoma (Sooners) football fan. These men were connected to
“their” teams, with much camaraderie around the rituals of going to a sports event, hosting a
Sunday game party, or just hanging around the local bar and watching the game.
Sports for these men was an expression of masculinity (Gagnon, 1974). Through sporting
events, men can socialize and connect with other men through television or in person, giving
each the opportunity to express hyper masculine feelings of approval or disgust in a socially
acceptable manner that often involves displays of hugging, high-fives, hot dogs, and beer.
Prejudice, Racism, and Sexism
While no single cohort member explicitly suggested anything that was prejudiced, racist,
or sexist, the messages were there, but subtle. One might view these opinions as harmless
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because these men genuinely were aware that what they were saying was in fact based on hurtful
stereotypes. Instead, there was a certain degree of innocence in how they viewed things. For
example, talking about “what a man needs to do for his family” may be viewed as sexist per se.
Furthermore, how they talked about women, while masked as chivalrous, was more akin to
benevolent sexism.
White working-class men may individually be vocal in saying they are not prejudiced,
racist, or sexist, collectively they support the “status quo and will ignore, deny, or minimize the
issues dealing with race and oppression” (Scott, 2008, p. 25).
Unable to See Beyond the Walls
Being a white working-class male is a badge of honor, a status earned by passing timehonored rituals to gain a sense of belonging as part of a group with shared values, work ethos,
and solidarity based on the hardships, struggles, and battles they all have in common. Much like
the wealthy elite or the educated class, they exist comfortably within the confines of their own
established class that has existed since at least the agricultural revolution 10,000 years ago.
There is significant comfort knowing that one is safe and valued living within the white
working-class male world. There, men hold a position of power, authority, and respect among
other men. However, while appearing to protect white working-class men, these beliefs largely
relegate them to continued isolation in a suffocating system, rather than moving into a greater
connection with American society as a whole.
From the beginning of their lives, society and white working-class culture prepare men to
be emotionally distant from everyone and everything. As Bergman (1995) noted, “a boy is taught
to become an agent of disconnection…. This turning-away means that the boy never really learns
how to do it, how to be in the process with another and grow” (p. 74). As a result of this
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disconnection, the white working-class male does not learn how to be in an understanding,
empathic, engaged, and equal relationship with other men—and certainly not with women—
which has a significant negative impact on him. Because he has never been in a relationship that
encourages and fosters growth, coupled with a frequently failed healthy identity development, he
relates to the world and others in an inauthentic manner. He may have sought to develop an
identity through work or physical accomplishments. The white working-class male places a
strong emphasis on physical strength as a measure of their masculinity (Gagnon, 1974). He seeks
comfort behind these accomplishments by living off of them and obtaining self-validation
through them. However, a sense of dissatisfaction lurks behind these accomplishments since he
lacks genuine engagement with others. The superficial pursuits of class and culture may never
provide genuine satisfaction (Gartman, 1991). This lack of real connections leads to developing
feelings of inauthenticity, which can progress into internalized and pervasive thoughts of not
being as good or as competent in their work, life, and family as once believed (A. Johnson, 2001;
J. B. Miller, 1976). The safety offered by membership in the white working-class offsets these
negative feelings and fosters a sense of pride.
At a superficial level, men exist in relation to other men (Wade & Gelso, 1998), but more
profoundly, men exist in relation to themselves, and the bar for successful integration with the
self is set very high. They continuously measure themselves as a man through an internal thought
process that is distorted and produces dissonance. The male is always trying to prove that he is a
successful man—not by an external comparison, but rather an internalized process. As Kimmel
(1996) stated, “The male is building from infancy his conception of manhood, making little
models in his thoughts of how he must behave to be a man” (p. 201). These mental constructs of
masculinity can be experienced as cognitive distortions about masculinity, manhood, and

129
success, particularly when comparing his actual self to his idealized, and therefore unrealistic,
self.
Roots of inauthenticity and impostorship run deep in the psychological soil of the
individual male’s belief in the person he thinks he should be and what the working-class culture
tells him he must be. But since this is an idealized and unrealistic fantasy, the male is left trying
to prove that he is the man he wishes he could become. However, he is trapped in the shell of
who he really is, and this condition promotes an internal cognitive struggle that does not allow
him to own his genuine accomplishments, as they cannot be internalized since the formation of
his early identity is comparatively weak and undeveloped.
Since the image of how a man “should be” can never be reached, the male constantly
changes his behavior to make the attainment of a masculine identity more possible, yet
ultimately, he fails. As a result, white working-class men psychologically make mental
adjustments in their identity, values, and beliefs to fit the cultural narrative. These mental
adjustments make the path to identity more apparent, based as that path is on tangible
possessions and accomplishments that he believes define masculinity. However, in spite of the
mental adjustments, the male will still not be able to see himself as genuine because he faces a
dysfunctional paradox: to become more of a man, he must define himself by possessions,
accomplishments, and work success; however, in collecting these trophies he becomes more
isolated and disconnected from his authentic self. Thus, the cognitive distortion that is created is
that he is connected to the world and others, but in reality, he cannot experience that connection
because it has not been incorporated into his identity. As a result, the male relates to the world
and others in a way that is not genuine, and the prospect of moving beyond the walls of the
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working class becomes terrifying. Staying put and conforming becomes the only comfortable
option.
Summary
The five themes which emerged from the narrative analysis presented in Chapter 5 were
evident throughout the paradigmatic analysis of all 10 men who participated in this study. In
addition, this chapter revealed three additional themes of devaluing education, geographic
loyalty, as well as race, prejudice, and sexism. Overall, these themes indicate that white workingclass males are not able to truly see the problem, as they take comfort and safety in belonging to
the working class, an identity which is rooted in hard work, tradition, and masculinity. Yet in
rejecting the benefits of pursuing higher education, these men are never able to step out of the
shadow of their working-class identity and redefine not only what it means to be successful, but
also what it is to be male in today’s society.
Chapter 7 concludes with final examination of salient themes in this study, a look at how
modern politics have led to a divergence in attitude between non-degree and degree holders, and
a way forward in making college more accessible to and less of a privilege for the white
working-class male and less of a privilege, who has often felt disillusioned due to issues
surrounding class and race.
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Chapter 7: Findings and Next Steps
Increasing income inequality and the widening gap between the rich and the poor is
creating deep divisions in American society. The issues related to class and privilege have
become even more salient, and certainly more political, since the 2016 U.S. elections. American
patriotism has become entwined and inextricably linked with white nationalism, racism, and
prejudice. White American men living in working-class enclaves in America have become
increasingly reluctant and resistant to change. The rallying cry has become to “Make America
Great Again,” which is being played out in a renewed pushback against organized higher
education and the liberal values and ideas it is perceived to promulgate. Yet higher education
remains a key to staying relevant in the workforce and for socioeconomic progress.
This chapter reflects on the question that formed the basis of this doctoral study—how
white working-class males’ identity affects their return to higher education—in an attempt to
analyze the major underlying themes that emerged during the course of this interview-based
inquiry.
Inherent Themes
The 10 respondents interviewed presented a rich picture of the white working-class male.
One primary theme that emerged was their lack of aspiration for higher education. This is a
sentiment that is typically represented across a diverse cross-section of white working-class men
in America.
An inherently complex thread of emotionally charged concerns related to education
weaves itself through this section of society. The study participants generally expressed their
lack of comfort in seeking higher education directly out of high school. Nevertheless, they
achieved a certain level of contentment by fulfilling the role of breadwinner for their families
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and their identification as being part of the working class. This contentment contained little to no
elements of classism or elitism, which typically segregates working-class white men from the
larger society. Their sense of worth and prestige was determined by their ability to provide for
their families. All men surveyed agreed that they had honored certain social attributes, including
family, religion, working ethos, geographic stability, and loyalty to their communities.
The detailed interviews reported in Chapter 6 showed an underlying sense of pride—
perhaps bordering on feelings of superiority—as the men suggested that in spite of not having
much formal education beyond high school, they had been successful in life, and that this was
something that could not be taken away from them. They had hands-on training and on-the-job
work experience, both of which they regarded as far more valuable than any course at their local
institutions of higher education. Most respondents also pointed out that they were at least as
financially successful—if not even better off—than their friends or associates who went on to
earn a college degree. This belief often carried a strong, positive loading.
Reverence for the Patriarchy
The working-class men in this study clearly saw their work culture and hard work ethos
as an inheritance from their fathers, who in most cases played a crucial role in shaping their
identities. Typically, their fathers were the breadwinners—hard-working men with a no-nonsense
attitude toward life. This identification is particularly ironic considering that most respondents
acknowledged that growing up they rarely saw their fathers, who were busy working hard and
earning money for the family. Love, loyalty, and dedication to family were important values they
associated through this absence. Furthermore, the absence of their fathers was felt internally and
emotionally, and they did not “turn off those naturally responsive parts of themselves” as
J. B. Miller (1976, p. 72) argued. Osherson (1986) suggested that father was generally “a
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shadowy figure at best, difficult to understand” (p. 3). Yet for the men in the research sample,
this was not evident.
Although these men rarely expressed an emotional connection with their fathers during
the interviews, they all shared a similar sentiment of awe and reverence for everything the fathers
symbolized—masculinity characterized by dominance, self-reliance, hard work, and lack of
emotional expression. The respondents described how their family values and sense of
responsibility were deeply ingrained in them by their fathers. While the mothers looked after the
children or brought in extra money by working outside the home, the reverence was always for
the father figure. These men looked up to their fathers, who with their strict authoritarian values
instilled in them a sense of discipline and toughness.
As reported by the men, they would typically follow in working-class jobs like their
fathers—many even expected their children to do the same. Nobody in the research sample felt
that college was a necessity for their children. However, three reported that their children had
attended and completed baccalaureate degrees, while one added that his son attended and
completed community college. Furthermore, Matt emphasized that he never pressured his
children to attend college, noting that when the school district wanted to send his child to a
traditional college-prep high school, he pushed back to make sure he attended the regional
vocational school to prepare him for a career. Yet Matt was also quick and proud to point out
how well his children have done as a result of attending college. Overall, there was a certain
sense of comfort in the familiarity that being part of the white working-class brought to them.
This adherence to social and class norms offered a sense of protection and class identity and
were therefore much cherished.
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As discussed in Chapter 6, Mike associated masculinity with hard work—a trait he
picked up from his father—even though this imitation did not result in an emotional connection
between the two in their personal lives. Moreover, Allen reported his father was never around
while he was growing up, but that did not stop him from internalizing the powerful message that
his father was sending. His working-class identity was shaped by his father’s hard work as
something at the core of a man’s life. One of the themes emerging from the interviews was that
most participants rarely had an emotional connection with their fathers, while at the same time
their fathers played a major role in the men they became, one primarily defined by the essence of
reverence and masculinity.
As a concept, the significance of patriarchal values and masculinity in their lives was
continuously built into the psyche of these men as young boys. They were groomed to be defined
by their ability to earn a livelihood, which in turn would determine their embrace of the family as
they became embedded in the working-class society.
Religion and Traditional Values
The theme of religion surfaced across all interviews, indicating its important role in the
affairs of the white working-class male. Religion was a central force running through family
dynamics, especially father-son relations. It was something they could not question and was
closely intertwined with patriarchy. Nearly all respondents described how they grew up on strict
religious beliefs and ideologies and how going to church on Sundays was of paramount
importance. The men also suggested that while their fathers strictly enforced these values, the
fathers themselves were spared from observing the religious principles enforced at home. They
identified a certain degree of hypocrisy in their fathers, who could lead a vastly different private
life in the night but would abide by the apparent protocols of the church during the day.

135
Growing up, these men were motivated to attend church—not only out of fear of
punishment from their fathers, but also out of attraction for the big family meals which usually
followed. Some participants appreciated the role the church played in their lives, while others
noted that different matters took priority later in life, but religion was always a central theme in
shaping their identities. The religious messages usually solidified their position as head of the
house and patriarch of the family: the man who was always expected to be obeyed. It was
sanctioned justification of their power and authority within the family whose commands were
beyond reproach.
Veiled Sense of Pride
A strong sense of self-esteem was another recurrent theme. The respondents were vocal
in expressing their sense of self-worth for having earned a livelihood for their families from a
young age and having established themselves in their choice of trade. However, there was a
certain degree of veiled resignation when the conversation shifted to higher education. Some
respondents rejected its importance in no uncertain terms, while others were slightly more
restrained in their approach. It seems that at least for a few, their sense of self-worth was
somewhat lower than it might have been because they had not gone to college.
All men interviewed had attempted some form of higher education, some with the
intention of attaining a degree. Although acknowledging that higher education can be
beneficial—perhaps with a bit of self-defense—college was not necessary for them. There was a
clear sense of pride when the men eagerly illustrated their economic achievements despite facing
adversities—successes achieved through sheer personal hard work and not because of any
college degree.
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Why Recount These Themes?
The primary aim of this research was to better understand the reasons holding these men
back from pursuing higher education. One reason is that these men felt they were out of their
comfort zone while studying in institutions of higher learning. As Matt commented, “It was not
any one particular thing that I disliked about college, I just never felt like I belonged there. I had
nothing in common with the other guys” (Participant #4, personal communication, November 10,
2018). They viewed younger students as carefree people who were largely expected to attend
college, while these working-class men had to earn money to make a living and fulfill their
gender roles. Although economically content or successful, they could not afford the luxury of
merely seeking higher education for the sake of knowledge. They were bound by duties and
responsibilities to their families and society; in that context, any aspiration to seek higher
education became secondary or even trivialized.
A few respondents reported that they went back to college as a consequence of the
economic downturn. For example, Matt noted that a management degree was necessary in order
to be considered for a leadership position at his place of work. However, going back to school
was particularly challenging for him, as he had to interact with younger students who did not
share his background or might not be able to relate to the responsibilities entrusted to him by a
patriarchal society. This sense of alienation was exacerbated when he had to interact with female
faculty members. Traditional patriarchal values were so deeply entrenched in him that taking
instructions from a female superior was difficult and even painful.
Researchers have shown that there is a certain interconnectedness among behavior,
achievements, and identity (Berry & Candis, 2013), the foundations of which are laid early in
life. Most men interviewed in this study had diverse occupations, origins, and current locations,
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yet they displayed certain common trends. Their white working-class male identity had been
predominantly shaped by the interplay of social and behavioral dynamics in which gender and
economics play a significant role.
Everyone interviewed strongly embodied patriarchal values, and at times these values
could spill over to the realm of hegemonic masculinity. Although the primary interview subjects
were white working-class males, one might question why women were kept out of the scope of
this research considering that they form a significant part of the working class. This is because
this research intended to study masculinity, representing one of the chief tenets of the patriarchal
identity that structures the white working-class male’s attitudes toward higher education. This
frame of mind is often characterized by indifference and lack of awareness of the benefits that
higher education could yield in their lives. It is doubtful that the attitude of white working-class
women toward higher education would vary a great deal from that of their husbands and sons.
The importance of the interplay of gender roles and economics comes to the forefront in
this research. The shift in economic policies to neo-liberalism, deregulation of the market
economy in the 1970s, and policy changes in the aftermath of the economic recession of 2008 all
resulted in greater economic disparities in the earnings of many Americans.
Against this backdrop, masculinity as defined by the institution of patriarchy became
further entrenched in gender roles (A. Johnson, 2005). Male power is typically characterized in
the white working-class male as the ability to financially provide for his family. Furthermore,
this ability to fulfill one’s patriarchal duty boosted his image, within both the family and society.
This ideal of the white working class to preserve the patriarchal hierarchy has promoted a sense
of hegemonic masculinity, where the knowledge of how to earn a living to fulfill these
patriarchal duties reigns supreme.

138
With this belief in masculinity, white working-class males are proud to uphold the system
of patriarchal dominance, allowing them to stay relevant within the safety provided by the
comforts of class identity. Having economic control by ensuring access to resources and
fulfilling one’s responsibilities as a male is paramount. Fulfilling this role provides the workingclass male with a sense of purpose and respect within his immediate community. White, male,
and working class meant belonging to a group that had fought through wars, dealt with recession,
built businesses, raised families, and survived through the many hardships in life. Yet these
words now come to easily be associated with hate, anger, and resentment—and it is causing
white working-class men to push back.
This research uncovered a number of themes related to the identity of contemporary
working-class males, which contain a subtle strand of inherent contradiction that at times
becomes self-defeating. The sense of hegemonic masculinity that defines the white workingclass male has made it difficult to connect emotionally with the people around them. However,
this does not mean they do not desire or possess the ability to want authentic connections. While
changes in society forced them to accept an erosion of the traditional male stereotype, these men
did not have the emotional cognition or capacity to process this loss (Weir, 2017). They now
needed to reconfigure their identities to maintain their position in a changing world.
In this research, the responses of every participant must be seen through the twin lenses
of masculinity and patriarchy. For example, Mike, Allen, and Gregory certainly embody strong
patriarchal values, and their responses indicate the essence of working-class masculinity, which
must be defined and understood in a social and cultural context primarily through father-son
relations. These men rarely made mention of the role of their mothers in shaping their identities.
The importance of patriarchy as an ideal is so intertwined with white male identity that these
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men eventually determine their own success—not by the higher income and quality of life that
higher education may have offered them, but rather by their ability to have access to economic
resources and earn a reasonable livelihood and lifestyle for their families.
Throughout the interviews, the men showed an evident indifference to higher education,
often bordering on disdain. While they might be successful in their own rights, there is
nevertheless an underlying thread of having missed out on life’s opportunities. Their economic
achievements have been pegged to their sense of identity and standing within the working class
and not within the larger society as a whole.
There is the dysfunctional paradox that was illustrated in Chapter 6. All men studied
indicated an ongoing struggle to improve their financial position and provide for their families in
a rapidly changing economic environment. Because of increased socioeconomic disparities in
American society, the struggle for economic stability has become increasingly urgent, and even
difficult, for those in the working class, particularly for the men as the traditional breadwinners.
The greater these men fall into economic despair; the more their patriarchal values come into
question. Unable to provide for their families as they might have once hoped, their daily
struggles raise doubts about themselves as the patriarch, thus forcing them to question their inner
value systems. An increasingly unrealistic and misplaced sense of alliance to traditional
patriarchal values slowly results in misplaced identities. Their masculine hegemonistic
tendencies come into question, resulting in an internal crisis for these men. Moreover, despite the
proclaimed importance of religion in their lives, religion offered little solace or motivation to
seek answers to these questions in education.
Regardless of their commitment to hard work—and working hard—these white workingclass men were typically not willing to explore the vocational world beyond the known. Instead,
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they were content following the footsteps of their fathers, in their chosen trade or vocation, such
as that of a mechanic, an electrician, or a sports umpire. To them, upholding family values and
traditions and maintaining a business were the primary requirements of working-class success.
Pursuing higher education would imply going beyond a familiar and secure world, leaving the
safety of family and class behind.
All respondents replied that they themselves had pursued some college and that their
children were not “college material.” Furthermore, they were content that their children would
start work early as well. While there was a slight shift in a positive direction toward higher
education on the part of some of those interviewed, most were reluctant to acknowledge the need
for college. They largely remain comfortable being a part of the society characterized
predominantly by white working-class males where there is little class divide, regardless of what
vocation each pursued. If the patriarchal duties to earn a livelihood were fulfilled, the men were
satisfied.
Lack of higher education does not make these men completely oblivious to its potential
benefits. They understood that in order to upgrade their skills, their managers might prefer that
they attain a college degree, professional certification, or—at a minimum —additional training.
For example, Peter’s biggest educational success was attaining a professional builder’s license.
This course was mandatory to earn a construction supervisor’s license, which implied higher
earnings in the future. Thus, what is clear from this research is that there was some appreciation
for advanced training among the participants, but only if it complemented their work and
earnings potential.
However, other respondents did not feel the need to complete the courses or attain the
degrees they set out to pursue. As James suggested, the lack of a college education did not
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prevent him from succeeding in life. Based on his ability to manage large construction projects,
he had become a superintendent on several major undertakings. He also noted—with a touch of
pride—that he fared better than his friends who had pursued college degrees. This relatively
negative attitude toward college is complemented by a certain sense of superiority, which
becomes palpable when some of the men interviewed expressed their disdain for higher
education. They felt that those teaching the courses often lacked real-world knowledge, while
they themselves were far more informed on such subjects because of their hands-on knowledge
and experience.
Recent Divergence
There has been a clear split in political views between white working-class men and
white men with college degrees in recent years. In the 2016 U.S. elections, roughly 72% of white
working-class males without a college degree voted for right-wing Republicans, while those with
a college education generally opted to vote for Democrats. This political realignment is in part a
consequence of changing demographics in the United States. The white working-class male
without a college degree as a percentage of the U.S. population has shrunk significantly, from
around 70% in the 1970s to 40% today (Picchi, 2019). This change is also reflected
geographically, as rapidly “growing coastal cities attract college-educated workers” who earn
ever-higher wages, salaries, and benefits (Picchi, 2019, para. 3). White working-class males
without a college degree, whose numbers are declining and who are more and more non-urban
and rural, are becoming increasingly more resentful as they feel left behind by the country's
economic progress. The prospect of the multi-racial, multi-cultural society that is now emerging
in the United States is deeply frightening to these men.
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The decline of “Fordism” as an economic principle over the last century has contributed
to the current situation (Ray, 2017, p. 14). Based on large-scale commercial mass production and
a high rate of domestic consumption, Fordism primarily benefited working-class men, as it was
rooted in a patriarchy that privileged the white working-class male (Ray, 2017). The industrial
world that emerged after the Second World War was essentially based on two principles: first,
the division of labor where men were responsible for earning a livelihood; and second, the
“family wage” based on the premise that one income was sufficient to “support the entire
family” (Hudson, 2020; Ray, 2017, p. 14).
The decline of this industrial world challenged these two principles and was accompanied
by a slow decline in real income and loss of jobs. The working-class white male did not require a
college degree to secure the most lucrative jobs. However, with the decline of industrialization—
combined with the demands of various social movements by people of color, women, and other
under-represented and marginalized groups fighting for equality and fair wages—visible changes
began to take place in the socioeconomic life of the nation (Ray, 2017; S. Rose, 2017). This
changing social and economic milieu challenged the concept of patriarchy. Increasing numbers
of working-class women began looking for jobs—in part because the “family wage” was no
longer viable—which jeopardized the masculine notion of patriarchy. Men started losing their
sense of control – making them feel vulnerable and exposed for the first time in a very long time
(Ray, 2017).
Yet even today, patriarchy still reigns supreme in the psyche of the white working-class
male. As many commentators have pointed out (e.g., Coontz, 2016; Gaskell, 2016), making
America great again meant returning the country to the 1940s, 1950s and 1960s—when
industrialism was rising in power, when white working-class men could earn a good living
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without a college degree, and when women and minorities knew their role in racist, sexist, and
gendered America.
Moving Forward
The current research documented the generally negative—though occasionally
conflicted—attitude toward college of the white working-class men in the study. Based on this
understanding, this chapter now explores how their attitude toward higher education could
improve. In order to do so, it is important to acknowledge conflicting realities that although these
men are justifiably proud of achieving their social status within the working class, they are
increasingly feeling left behind in modern society. The enormity of this challenge must not be
minimized. As the Republican Party becomes more authoritarian and anti-democratic, the white
working class that forms its base has become more invested in its sense of grievance and
isolation (Picchi, 2019). Bringing the working-class male back into the mainstream of this
country is part of a larger battle being waged for the preservation of democracy from the
radicalization of the far-right, a battle which will likely take more than one or two election cycles
to win.
While the white working-class male was the subject of this research, a significant
proportion of the working-class population of this country is made up of other groups—
immigrants, blacks, and those based on gender classifications—all of whom have comparatively
less access to economic privileges or the resources for higher education (Weale, 2020).
Similarly, Nesbit (2006) pointed out that “whether we like it or not, at individual, community,
and societal levels, everything we believe and everything we do is influenced by our place in an
economic and social order” (p. 172). Accordingly, discourse on class and race needs to take
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place on the same platform to have difficult conversations without the need for qualifiers (Myers
& Bhopal, 2021).
The men in this study felt powerful within white working-class culture; only when they
entered academia did feelings of powerlessness begin to surface. This finding relative to
education diverges from Reay (2020), who suggested that white working-class communities do
not have a sense of power. Moreover, the men brought with them preconceived negative attitudes
toward higher education and those faculty and administrators who represent the hegemony of
higher education. When comparing the experiences of the men in the research sample, it became
evident that many experienced a reaction to the messages they heard coming from the academy.
As a result, education—which is largely intended to be constructive rather than
confrontational—may unknowingly be influenced by “underlying political structures, let alone
economic systems” (Nesbit, 2006, p. 177). As a result, the men in the sample felt that they were
being told rather than being taught.
Most men in this study might identify with their “whiteness” as a class determinant but
do not necessarily subscribe to their whiteness as a privilege. They felt that their inherent
whiteness is being challenged or mocked when their right to be sole breadwinners are being
jeopardized. To attract these men to the benefits of mainstream higher education, it is first
important not to alienate them. To address the issue of the white working class and its apparent
indifference toward higher education, it is crucial not to use language such as “toxic masculinity”
or “white privilege.”
As research on the subject of this dissertation as well as the interviews with the 10
participants indicate, when working-class men have tried to pursue college or higher education,
they often become quickly disillusioned. In addition to the class distinctions they faced, they

145
were surrounded by younger students who were financially well off and who did not yet bear the
responsibility of earning a living and supporting a family. Faced with this dissonance, they chose
to return to the comfort and familiarity of the working class where they did not feel like a pariah.
Education carries significant potential to produce transformation. However, Mezirow and
Taylor (2009) posited that transformational learning can only occur when “critical reflection is
involved at every stage” (p. 125). Unfortunately, since all men in the study stopped their pursuit
of higher education, they were unable to fully realize this level of learning. This crucial aspect of
education as a transformative process represents a surprising finding, as the researcher held a
belief held early on that white working-class men would experience education as a freeing and
liberating experience from which personal growth would occur. The study exposed the sheer
power of the white working-class culture in affording protection, safety, and comfort while
isolating and insulating these men from messages they found difficult to discuss when exposed to
higher education around their gender, class, and privilege.
In examining the salient themes that emerged from this research, there was a sense of
rebellion that the men had experienced when values about their maleness, whiteness, and
privilege were challenged. This rebellion was seen more through withdrawal from education, as
well as attitudes of disdain and disgust for higher education. They were there to learn, but instead
encountered many of the themes identified and presented in this research, leading to frustration
and anger due to the dissonance experienced. Willis (1977) noted that teenage working-class
males often respond in a similar way around rebellion to classroom authority (Nesbit, 2006, p.
177). While his work focused on a different age group, it can be argued that the men in this study
exhibited similar adolescent traits and responded to threats by rebelling and showing a disregard
for authority figures. This finding aligns with the work of McLaren (1995) and Apple (1995),
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who demonstrated the ways in which people resist and challenge “social and cultural oppression”
within higher education (Nesbit, 2006, p. 177).
While white males overall have been historically privileged, white working-class males
have largely failed to benefit from that privilege and felt left behind or even excluded from the
benefits supposedly offered by higher education. Economist Stephen Rose, drawing on the
theory of relative deprivation, attributed this condition of the white working-class man to relative
change (S. Rose, 2017). In the 1960s, being a white male with a high school degree was good
enough to get the most lucrative jobs, where the pay and benefits were “significantly higher than
those of people of color or women with similar levels of education” (S. Rose, 2017, para. 15).
During this time, higher education held no allure for the white working-class male. This naturally
created a certain sense of antagonism and resentment toward higher education in general.
However, as times changed, economic disparities increased. The rich and the uppermiddle class got richer. As more race and gender groups acquired the qualifications and
credentials of higher education, they made significant inroads into opportunities for higher
income. Yet the white working-class male with a high school degree still earned more than his
counterparts in the 1960s. In comparison, the earnings of other college-educated groups have
increased substantially since this time. Therefore, in terms of the theory of relative deprivation,
the gains working-class males have made over the years pale in contrast to the more substantial
gains made by other groups—thus, the feeling of alienation and even deprivation characteristic
of today’s white working-class male. When looking for someone or something to blame for this
situation, higher education is an obvious and convenient target. (It is important to note, however,
that white men with a high school diploma still fare better economically than women and people
of color who are equally qualified.)

147
The challenge is to bring white working-class men out from their preconceived bias
against higher education and to shift their perception that college caters only to the higher rungs
of society. To better integrate these men into the economic progress of society, more education
and training to improve their career options would seem highly desirable. In a fast-changing
global economy, it is crucial for the white working class to feel that they are not deliberately
being left out and to upgrade their skills to stay relevant in the workforce of today and tomorrow.
The modern economy is essentially urban, in which the practices of trade, commerce, and
communications are largely based on conventions that one acquires in postsecondary education.
Policy changes must take place to better integrate working-class men into this system so that
they no longer view themselves as outside the economy and blame higher education for creating
a class divide.
In recent years, this divide has become more dramatic and more troubling. A 2017 survey
revealed that over 50% of Republicans, a majority of whom voted for Trump, felt that “colleges
have a negative impact on the U.S.” (Fain, 2017, para. 1). Another survey that same year showed
that among white working-class voters of both parties, 57% suggested that going to college
“would result in more debt and little likelihood of landing a good-paying job,” while an even
higher 83% believed that a college degree was “no longer any guarantee of success in America”
(Brodnitz, 2017, p. 3). Job training, however, appealed to many of these voters, as did providing
a debt-free college education and the creation of infrastructures to ensure jobs for college
graduates.
A college education nevertheless has a positive effect on the American economy, and
studies continue to show that a college degree is necessary for economic progress and
development (e.g., Carnevale et al., 2017). As an increased number of white working-class men
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venture into higher education, however reluctantly, over time the benefits of an education
beyond high school will hopefully become apparent as these men slowly find themselves moving
into the middle class. Along with a decline in the percentage of white working-class men in the
country’s workforce, this success could potentially serve as an impetus for this group to seek the
benefits of higher education.
However, some changes need to be made. The traditional patriarchal notions of male
dominance and duty to determine one’s sense of worth by being the sole breadwinner for the
family need to be questioned. Changing attitudes toward women as equal wage earners and
possessing equal capacities to earn a livelihood will have to be nurtured. Since class identities
run deep, parental influence and peer pressure will also be important determinants.
As both parents go out to earn a living, it is crucial to help children understand the change
that is taking place in the working-class world. Change begins at home. The family upbringing of
a child to treat people equally, irrespective of gender, color, or race, is something that will go a
long way. Parental engagement is crucial to pass on a set of values aligned with the changing
world, since these children will be subjected to intense social pressures to conform to class
loyalty as well as adhere to the fading cultural values of the white working class.
Even as men seek to hold on to the white working-class ideologies, and more importantly
its identity, “the share of the white working-class” in the U.S. economy is falling rapidly (Picchi,
2019, para. 4). Despite the often negative attitude men have toward higher education, a college
degree is of considerable long-term economic and social value. Overall, college-educated men
are better equipped to succeed than high school graduates on a wide variety of socioeconomic
parameters.
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Another way of increasing the number of working-class students who move beyond high
school is to expose those students while still in high school to the benefits of higher education
through technology. Attracting them, along with their parents, to the scope and benefits of higher
education through online chats could be worthwhile (K. Johnson, 2019). Virtually connecting
high school boys through chatbots could help to minimize the social stigma attached to their lack
of familiarity with the jargon and terms used in colleges and academics. Without feeling judged
by others, these high school students could be aware of the courses, college life, or any support
as required. K. Johnson (2019) stated, “An online chat event set up by a university can
specifically target this group while they are still at school, enabling them to see and hear from
those a few years ahead of them and with a similar background” (para. 10). Such online
networking and chat groups could offer the young working-class student an avenue to gather
information and knowledge and “ask questions anonymously” (K. Johnson, 2019, para. 10). This
would help boost their confidence levels, as they might feel class conscious or intimidated by
their lack of awareness and not necessarily seek such clarifications in person. Online platforms
also allow them to be aware that they are not the only students from the working class with
economic and social concerns, as many others are going through similar ordeals or issues of
identities and uncertainties.
Such use of technology can help bring about a shift in the perspective of the white male
working class toward higher education, particularly by addressing this group when they are
young. It would be oversimplistic to assume that this group will continue to disengage from
higher education based solely on class boundaries, no matter how powerful. With a rise in
unemployment rates, even the youth are aware of the need for a college education to progress in
life. A shift is needed away from the strict patriarchal values that in the past forced the white
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working-class male to begin working at an early age and to be content with the sense of security
that the working-class dynamics provided. The white working-class youth of today will no
longer benefit from maintaining the status quo of past class boundaries.
There must be renewed interest in the discourse surrounding white working-class men
across the educational spectrum, including class, privilege, and identity. However, to be
effective, this must be undertaken with compassion, inclusion, awareness, and an understanding
of their needs and location within the current landscape in America.
Patriarchal values and father-son relations no longer exclusively determine the masculine
identity of the white working-class male. Media and social interactions play a significant part in
the lives and minds of today’s youth. The role of the media and the Internet needs to be studied
in detail to determine how it shapes the identity of the young white working-class male and how
it can be explored even further to attract them to the benefits of higher education.
It could be worthwhile to remember that masculinity dominated all other identity issues
for the white working-class males in this study, which is an ideology they all grew up with.
Despite various ways of defining the concept of masculinity, social power exercised through
interaction among the peer group was considered a key part of masculinity, while schooling and
higher education were less of a priority. Dignity and worth were determined by a man’s earnings
and his role as the family’s sole breadwinner. This working-class ethos is eroding because of
economic and social policy changes taking place in American society over the last several
decades. The blue-collar jobs typically associated with the working class are in decline when
compared to white-collar jobs. Caught up in a loss of gender role stereotypes and with often
limited emotional development, these men are unable to process this loss well. Reaching out to
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them through schools and community centers and talking about the role of gender-egalitarian
behavior could therefore have a positive impact.
Geography has become an increasingly relevant factor for many issues surrounding the
white working-class male. Often seen as a rural-urban class divide, both political parties have
pressed for economic development that too often ignores the needs of the working class in this
country. As more jobs shift to Asian and Latin American countries, the white working class is
faced with increasing unemployment. Although not guaranteed, a college education may help
address the issue of unemployment, and community colleges may be the link that brings the
white working-class male into higher education. According to Williams (2016), “Massive
funding is needed for community college programs linked with local businesses to train workers for
well-paying new economy jobs” (para. 27).
Concluding Thoughts
Many basic cognitive perceptions are created through family dynamics and school, both
of which shape a person’s identity. In the past, family dynamics based on rigid gender
stereotypes and sex roles have been critical determinants shaping the white male’s identity.
However, the problem goes well beyond gender roles, as significant as they might be. While a
feminist ecological perspective can help to understand this situation, the adherence to social
norms based on strict patriarchal values often forms and, in turn, hinders the white working-class
male’s attitude toward higher education.
Gender roles and class divisions are intricately interwoven. The white male has
traditionally been privileged because of his whiteness, but with the changes taking place in
modern society, this culture of traditional white privilege is fading. While most white men from
the working class do not consider or acknowledge their whiteness as a form of privilege, the
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concept of being white, male, and working-class is embedded in their psychology—this is how
they have always identified themselves. Faced with socioeconomic changes, they feel that their
inherent whiteness is being challenged or threatened just as their perceived right to be the sole
breadwinner in the family is in jeopardy.
The Covid-19 pandemic has significantly impacted the global economy, with jobs being
lost or redefined as traditional socioeconomic assumptions are questioned. Because of these
changes, the importance of higher education for the white working-class male has never been
greater. The presidency of Joe Biden has begun to recognize class divisions in U.S. society. His
focus on Covid-19 relief, infrastructure, and family-oriented policies are largely directed to a
significant section of the American population—the white working-class male with or without a
college degree. Although Trump paid lip service to this cohort during his campaign, ironically,
his presidency largely ignored the working class in favor of the ultra-rich and corporations.
However, in the final analysis, it rests with the white male working class to make the best use of
the opportunities afforded to them and to recognize that it is in their best interest to seek higher
education and improve prospects for the future—for themselves, their children, and society at
large.
A shift regarding masculinity is also taking place throughout the country. The white
working-class male is facing significant challenges to his sense of identity, predominantly rooted
in patriarchy. A gender norm defined by self-reliance, dominance, toughness, and lack of
emotional expression has shaped the masculine identity of the working class since at least the
Industrial Revolution. It is an identity that is now being seriously questioned by others and even
by the men themselves. The significant transformation underway in contemporary society must
continue to help white working-class men shift their attitude toward higher education. Otherwise,
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white working-class men who enter academia may feel left out, marginalized, and disassociated
with their own identity, leading to a “sense of being nowhere at home” (Ryan & Sackrey, 1984,
p. 119).
Through a continued focus on an examination of historical oppression of white workingclass men, there is an opportunity to reinvigorate the dialogue and research in these areas that
largely stopped over two decades ago (Linkon, 1999; Reay, 2001; N. Rose, 1989; Shor, 1996;
Tokarczyk, 2004; Zandy, 2001). As mentioned previously, education holds significant potential
for transformation. However, higher education must examine how it responds, teaches, and
connects with white working-class male students, who are once again returning to the college
environment looking for new opportunities and options due to the current socioeconomic
climate. Alienating and marginalizing this neglected group does not benefit the larger society.
Instead, it is time to meet these men where they are and provide a learning experience that
validates, appreciates, and respects the struggles they have experienced.
Moreover, it is time to make them feel they are a part of the academic family and belong
in this home. Historically, the focus has been on white working-class men’s negative attitudes
and beliefs toward higher education. However, sole responsibility should not rest with them.
Higher education must carry its share of the responsibility and foster mutual respect for and
understanding of the collective struggles white working-class men carry when choosing the path
of higher education.
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Appendix A: Interview Questions
White, Working-Class Adult Male Students in Higher Education:
The Effects of Working-Class Identity on Educational Success
1. Tell me where you are from? Family of origin?
2. Where do you reside?
3. Please tell me about your employment.
4. Marital status? Children?
5. Religious affiliation if any?
6. Tell me about your upbringing? Familial structure, early schooling, aspirations?
7. Did you serve in the US Military? Branch, years, rank
8. Political party affiliation
9. Tell me about your college experience/attempt?
10. What did you like about college? Dislike?
11. Do you feel you are successful without college degree?
12. What would it have done for you?
13. What does working class mean to you?
14. Do you ever think about the concept of white privilege?
15. White male privilege?
16. Tell me about your family values?
17. Work ethic/values?
18. Other
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Appendix B: Informed Consent
TITLE OF STUDY
White, Working-Class Adult Male Students in Higher Education: The Effects of
Working-Class Identity on Educational Success
PRINCIPAL INVESTIGATOR
Terence F. Lynn
Ph.D. in Education/Lesley University Graduate School of Education
29 Everett Street, Cambridge, MA 02138
508-468-6693
Tlynn@lesley.edu
Faculty Advisor: Dr. Frank Trocco
Ftrocco@lesley.edu
PURPOSE OF STUDY
You are being asked to take part in a research study. Before you decide to participate in this
study, it is important that you understand why the research is being done and what it will
involve. Please read the following information carefully. Please ask the researcher if there is
anything that is not clear or if you need more information.
The purpose of this study is to have a conversation about your experiences in higher education
identifying as white male from a working-class background.
STUDY PROCEDURES
Interviews will be in a quiet and comfortable place on the campus of Lesley University. Should
you desire a more public space to converse, there are numerous coffee places to conduct the
interview.
Interview will last approximately 1 hour.
When the interview is complete, there will be no further commitment to the project on your part.
This researcher will use a portable audio recording device to help take notes. The digital audio
digital file will be destroyed after 5 years.
RISKS
There are no foreseeable risks by agreeing to participate. However, given some of the questions
that will be asked, this inquiry could cause some in the sample to feel discomfort or have some
degree of sensitivity to the questions. This researcher will acknowledge at the start that some
questions may cause discomfort and they do not have to respond if this makes them
uncomfortable. It will also be explained that if discomfort does happen and they wish to
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continue, part of this interview will be trying to understand why questions made them
uncomfortable and that this data is also valuable to the research.
You may decline to answer any or all questions and you may terminate your involvement
at any time if you choose.
BENEFITS
There will be no direct benefit to you for your participation in this study. However, I hope that
the information obtained from this study may shed light on the working-class white male
experience in America when they return for higher education.
CONFIDENTIALITY
For the purposes of this research study, your comments will be anonymous. Every effort will be
made by the researcher to preserve your confidentiality including the following:
• Assigning code names/numbers for participants that will be used on all research notes
and documents
•

Keeping notes, interview transcriptions, and any other identifying participant information
in a locked safe in the personal possession of the researcher.

•

Destruction of audio digital files after 5 years.

COMPENSATION
There is no compensation for volunteering to participate
CONTACT INFORMATION
If you have questions at any time about this study, or you experience adverse effects as the result
of participating in this study, you may contact the researcher whose contact information is
provided on the first page. If you have questions regarding your rights as a research participant,
or if problems arise which you do not feel you can discuss with the Primary Investigator, please
contact the Institutional Review Board at irb@lesley.edu
There is a Standing Committee for Human Subjects in Research at Lesley University to which
complaints or problems concerning any research project may, and should, be reported if they
arise. Contact the Committee Chairpersons at irb@lesley.edu in addition Dr. Frank Trocco may
also be contacted with any complaints or concerns ftrocco@lesley.edu
VOLUNTARY PARTICIPATION
Your participation in this study is voluntary. It is up to you to decide whether or not to take part
in this study. If you decide to take part in this study, you will be asked to sign a consent form.
After you sign the consent form, you are still free to withdraw at any time and without giving a
reason. Withdrawing from this study will not affect the relationship you have, if any, with the
researcher. Should you decided not to continue with the interview or project you may withdraw
at any time without any negative consequences.
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It is understood that outcomes from this study may be presented for academic purposes (e.g.,
articles, training, teaching, conference presentation, etc.).
CONSENT
I have read and I understand the provided information and have had the opportunity to ask
questions. I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw at any
time, without giving a reason and without cost. I understand that I will be given a copy of this
consent form. I voluntarily agree to take part in this study.
Participant's signature ______________________________ Date ___________________
Investigator's signature ______________________________ Date __________________
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Appendix C: Institutional Review Board Approval

29 Everett Street
Cambridge, MA 02138
Tel 617 349 8234
Fax 617 349 8190
irb@lesley.edu

Institutional Review Board
DATE: 5/30/2018
To: Terence Lynn
From: Dr. Robyn Flaum Cruz & Dr. Ulas Kaplan, Co-Chairs, Lesley IRB
RE: IRB Number: 17/18 - 049
The application for the research project, “White, Working-Class Adult Male Students in Higher
Education: The Effects of Working-Class Identity on Educational Success” provides a detailed
description of the recruitment of participants, the method of the proposed research, the protection
of participants' identities and the confidentiality of the data collected. The consent form is
sufficient to ensure voluntary participation in the study and contains the appropriate contact
information for the researcher and the IRB.
This application is approved for one calendar year from the date of approval with the following
condition:
- Remove the phrase "upon completion of the study" (in the consent form) from the statement
about when data will be destroyed.
- The first version of the consent form indicated that data would be destroyed "upon completion
of the study." The revision required an emphasis on keeping data for 5 years and destroying the
data at the end of 5 years. The revised application included this emphasis. However, the original
phrase "upon completion of the study" still remains as part of the sentence about when data will
be destroyed. Even though the same sentence also indicates that files will be "destroyed after 5
years," the original phrase makes the sentence confusing.
You may conduct this project.
Date of approval of application: 5/30/2018
Investigators shall immediately suspend an inquiry if they observe an adverse change in the
health or behavior of a subject that may be attributable to the research. They shall promptly
report the circumstances to the IRB. They shall not resume the use of human subjects without the
approval of the IRB.

